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ABSTRACT
Truth Telling: Exploring Sexuality in Widowed and Single Older Black Women

Advisor: Professor Vicki Lens
Interest in older adults’ sexuality is reflected in the significant growth of literature on
sexuality and aging, especially in the last few decades, and in growing media interest in this
topic. Clinicians, researchers, educators, journalists, policymakers, and other stakeholders
continue to highlight the importance of sexuality and sexual health in the older population.
However, available studies in this area pertain to older married people almost exclusively and the
few available studies on widows focus exclusively on White women. To address this gap in
knowledge, this study focused on older widowed and single Black women aged 65 to 75 years.
Feminist theories guided my epistemological stance. Using a phenomenological approach to
inquiry, I interviewed 14 Black women who self-identified as widowed, single, and older. Four
major themes emerged in this study: Lonelier with age, moments of amazement, dating
experiences, and I live in a paradox. Truth telling recorded the women’s experiences and their
pursuit of social autonomy and sexual expression as older Black women.
This study uncovered several significant insights on the meaning that older single and
widowed women ascribe to their sexuality as well as the impact of socio-cultural factors on that
understanding. This study reinforced the sexuality of older single and widowed Black women as
a further dimension of intersectionality. The implications of practice and policy pertain to social
workers and providers who must assess fundamental historical and contemporary issues that
older single and widowed women face while considering the convergence of sexuality, gender,
and race.
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CHAPTER I: PROBLEM FORMULATION AND STATEMENT OF RESEARCH
Sexuality is an essential part of the human experience, and the expression of sexuality is a
human need and right, regardless of an individual’s age, gender, ethnicity, religion, ability, or
sexual orientation (Bouman & Kleinplatz, 2015). Studies show that sexual activity is associated
with successful aging, life satisfaction, and greater purpose in life (Prairie et al, 2011: WoloskiWruble et al., 2010). Sexual activity also has been demonstrated to reduce the mental health
problems associated with aging (Burgess, 2004; Edwards & Booth, 1994), promotes better
cognitive functioning (Wright et al., 2017), and enhance self-identification as a human being
(Muzacz & Akinsulure-Smith, 2013).
According to the current understanding of sexuality and aging, it is assumed that many
people are sexually active in their later years (Kazer, 2013; Lindau, et al., 2007 ), and many
people in their 80s and 90s still consider sexual expressions and feelings to be a vital part of the
human experience (DeLamater, 2012; Langer, 2009; Watters & Boyd, 2009). Uninterrupted
engagement in sexual activities well into old age supports the assertion that the desire to express
one’s sexuality does not decrease with age (Rowntree, 2014). In fact, sexual desire has been
equated to a strong motivational force, like hunger or thirst (DeLamater & Sill, 2005).
Interest in the sexuality of older adults is reflected in the significant growth of literature
on sexuality and aging, especially in the last few decades, and in growing interest in this topic in
the media. Clinicians, researchers, educators, journalists, policymakers, and other stakeholders
continue to highlight the importance of sexuality and sexual health in older populations (Syme &
Cohn, 2016). However, the few available studies in this area pertain to older married people
almost exclusively (Flynn et al., 2016; Syme & Cohn, 2016), thus marginalizing research on the
sexuality of older widowed and single persons. This represents a vital gap in research
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knowledge, given the growing number of people who experience widowhood in later years.
People are living longer. Thus, an aging demography will remain sexually active well beyond the
age of 85 years (Ortman et al., 2014). Nevertheless, older adults experience the loss of their
partners as they age (Radosh & Simkin, 2016). For instance, in 2015, nearly half (46%) of the
U.S. population aged 65 years and older was widowed, and this number is expected to increase
significantly (Federal Interagency Forum on Aging-Related Statistics, 2016).
The few available studies on widows have focused exclusively on White women. The
current study focused on older widowed and single black women aged 65 to 75 years. Although
it holds true across all races that older men and women face ageism (Butler, 1969), emerging
scholars have noted that factors such as healthcare disparities, poverty levels, social/recreational
activities, partner availability, prejudices, discrimination, and stress significantly affect older
Black persons differently than they do White populations (Barnes et al., 2010). Black people also
share a legacy of slavery (Rose, 2003) and racism (Barnes et al., 2010). Thus, it is essential to
examine Black sexuality in its sociohistorical, political, and cultural context (Barnes et al., 2010).
Since the need for the expression of sexual intimacy is highly individualized (Gott, 2005;
McAuliffe et al., 2007), insight is required into widowed and single older Black women’s views
about and experiences of sexuality and sexual expression (Mahieu et al., 2014). This
phenomenological study provided an avenue for older bereaved and single Black women to
discuss their sexuality, a subject that has, for the most part, been a private and secret matter.
Knowledge of their sexuality will inform the field of social work and the public about how
widowed and single older Black women understand their lives as sexual beings and their
experiences, perceptions, and interpretations of sexuality. Drawing on such insights has policy
and practice implications. Firstly, an understanding of widowed and single older Black women’s
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sexual experiences will facilitate the design of interventions to meet their sexual needs and
policies to enhance their well-being. Secondly, understanding how older widowed and single
Black women see themselves in terms of their sexuality will provide a platform for health
professionals to reconsider ways to address the sexual concerns of this population. Lastly, it
could also serve to improve communications, which, in turn, will achieve an improvement in
quality of life for these individuals and provide them with support and greater freedom within
which to express their sexuality.
Sexuality of Widowed and Single Older Black Women
According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2016), older adults
aged ≥ 65 years numbered 47.8 million in 2015 and represented 15% of the U.S. population,
approximately one in every seven Americans. This number is expected to increase. In keeping
with general trends for America’s population, Black or African American populations are living
longer. In 2014, Blacks peoples made up nine percent of the older population, and this number is
projected to grow to twelve percent by 2060. Also, in 2014, thirty seven percent of older Black
people were married, thirty-one percent were widowed, sixteen percent were divorced, five
percent were separated, and eleven percent had never been married (U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services 2016).
Social and cultural changes suggest that older adults may have more opportunities for
sexual activity. An emerging phenomenon among older adults, and particularly single and
widowed people, is choosing to maintain intimate relationships outside the confines of marriage
(Macdonald, 2017). This is an alternate form of commitment and remarriage (Rosenblum, 2013)
called “living apart together” (LAT) (Benson & Coleman, 2016). It is a relatively new living
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arrangement or type of cohabitation that promotes the relationship of an intimate couple without
a shared residence.
Widowhood may also bring new opportunities for sexual activity. Widows lose an
important source of support, companionship, passion, and intimacy after the death of their spouse
(Collins, 2014). Although they may have the support of family and friends, this support cannot
alleviate emotional loneliness or replace the support that a spouse provided (Stroebe et al., 2002).
Those who can reconstruct their lives and consider forming new meaningful attachments may
use social activities and community involvement as coping strategies (Benson & Coleman, 2016;
Utz et.al, 2002). Thus, they are more likely to expand their social network, and this could
indirectly create the opportunity for engagement in sexual activity.
An increase in sexual activity is associated with disadvantages, increasing exposure to
disease. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC] (2018), those over
the age of 50 years are the fastest-growing group of people with human immunodeficiency virus
(HIV) (prevalence at 17%). In 2016, of an estimated 39,782 HIV diagnoses, 6,812 were
attributed to older adults, and a significant number of those affected were Black (42%) and
widowed or single. HIV prevention and educational programs on safer sex and condom use
should target decision-makers, researchers, and healthcare providers to raised awareness about
testing, prevention, and retention ( CDC, 2017) to halt the sexual crisis pertaining to this
population (Bradway & Beard, 2015) since they are most at risk of acquiring sexually
transmitted diseases.
Among widows, sexual bereavement can also lead to mental health issues, including
loneliness and isolation, depression, and suicide, along with a higher incidence of maladaptive
behaviors, such as social withdrawal (Damianakis & Marziali, 2012). Widowhood is associated
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with a higher risk of mortality than being married (Sullivan & Fenelon, 2014). Since 2002, the
Office of the Surgeon General has regarded suicide as a serious public health problem and one of
the top 10 leading causes of death in the U.S., having been ranked eighth or ninth for the last few
decades (2012). Americans aged ≥ 65 years have the second largest suicide rate after those aged
55 to 64 years, and widowhood is a risks factor for suicide (National Institute of Mental Health,
2017). Clearly, older adults experiencing widowhood are at risk. They have a lack of therapeutic
support to cope with their emotional loss, while additional losses can be devastating to bereaved
persons (Stroebe et al., 2002).
The literature on sexuality and aging is growing (Bradway & Beard, 2015). Nevertheless, little is
known about the sexual experiences of older single and widowed Black women. Currently, the
voices of older widowed and single Black women are marginalized and unheard with regard to
their sexuality, which represents a gap in sexuality research, given the growing number of older
widowed and single Black women. Black people’s perceptions about sexuality have invariably
always been based on a White model of sexuality (Battle & Barnes, 2006). Use of this model
produces scant knowledge about how bereaved older Black adults view their sexuality, how they
express it, and their experiences discussing sexuality with their healthcare providers, families,
and social networks.
Statement of Research
The objective of this phenomenological study was to explore the sexual experiences of
older widowed and single Black women aged 60 to 75 years, how they defined their sexual
experiences, and how the socio-historical environment shaped their experiences. The study
focused on obtaining a new understanding of their actual experiences through reliance on the
stories that they shared with me about their lives. Their narratives enabled me to acquire essential
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insights into various aspects and dimensions of their sexuality that can be understood,
recognized, and used by others. This study achieved its purpose as it provided a tangible, in
depth overview of representations of the sexuality of widowed and single older women by
studying and describing everyday events from their lived experiences. By doing this, I was able
to understand their perceptions of their sexuality (i.e., through their “lens”) as they were the
centers of knowledge and the driving force for data generation on this topic.
Research Questions
The study aimed to understand the meaning, construction, and experiences of sexuality
for older widowed and single Black women aged 60 to 75 years. The research questions were as
follows: (1) How do older widowed and single Black women aged 60 to 75 years understand
their sexuality? (2) How is their understanding shaped by the social, cultural, political/historical
environments in which they live?
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CHAPTER II: A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Sexuality research on older widowed people is scarce (Radosh & Simkin, 2016), and the
few studies that are available are dated, having been conducted about three decades ago
(Courtney, 1985; Kansky, 1986; Malatesta et al., 1988). Therefore, in this chapter, I focus on
studies that document the sexual activities of older persons in general. I begin with a discussion
of ageism, sexual functioning, and the medicalization of sexuality. I also discuss attitudes about
sexuality in later life and how these have shaped research on sexuality and aging. Thereafter, I
explore current research in this area, including recent studies that document the sexual activities
of the present aging population.
Ageism and Sexuality in Later Life
Negative attitudes about aging may affect how people perceive their sexuality in later
life. Kenny (2014) noted that psychological and physiological developments in old age reinforce
assumptions of asexuality. That is, the internalization of society’s prescription of a “normal” sex
life strongly influences the actual experiences that older adults expect to have. Thus, it is
common for older adults to deprioritize sex later in life as a way of conforming to social norms
(Kenny, 2014). The internalization of asexuality is best explained by Kaas (1981), who coined
the term “geriatric sexuality breakdown syndrome.” This is a self-fulfilling prophecy whereby
older individuals internalize ageist stereotypes, perceive themselves as asexual, and, as a result,
lose any form of sexual desire.
Negative attitudes toward older people are not a recent phenomenon; they are part of a
historical culture that conveys the message that old age is a disease. Butler (2005) defined this
attitude as “ageism,” in other words, systematic stereotyping and discrimination purely based on
a person’s age. Butler recognized the virulence of ageism, described it as a type of bigotry, and
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equated it with racism and sexism. He added that ageism manifests in a wide range of arenas, at
both individual and institutional levels. Its subtle presence is evident in the many stereotypes and
myths that convey a dislike of older people. These stereotypes include descriptions of older
citizens as boring, misery, irritable, demanding, avaricious, domineering, ugly, dirty, and even
useless (Butler, 2009). Gender differences are also applicable. Older men are often referred to as
“dirty old men,” “old goats” and “old fools” (Butler & Lewis, 2002). Their female counterparts
are described as “gophers,” “gees,” “crones”, “hags,” and “witches” (Butler, 2005) denoting the
older women as uniformly sexless or sexually unattractive (Butler & Lewis, 2002). Inherent in
these stereotypes are the assumption that older men are impotent and older women are ugly
(Butler & Lewis 2002). Such evocations have wide ramifications, leading to discriminatory
practices in areas including housing, employment, and other services of all kinds (Butler, 2005).
The Medicalization of Sexuality in Later Life
Studies on the sexuality of older people have primarily focused on the impact of
physiological factors on the sexual functioning of men and women, including its biological
dimensions (DeLamater, 2012; Lindau et al., 2007; Pazmany et al., 2014; Tiefer, 2009). They
define sexuality based on physiological changes and include data on the capacity for sexual
intercourse, erectile dysfunction, and the lack of sexual interest or desire (Tiefer, 2009). The
biomedical perspective emphasizes the impact of specific illnesses, medical conditions, and
medication on the sexual functioning of older persons (Traeen et al., 2016). Physical conditions,
such as hypertension, diabetes, and functional impairment, have suppressive effects on sexual
behaviors, largely because they increase the risk of difficulties with erectile dysfunction and
lubrication, among other forms of sexual dysfunction (Laudau et al., 2007), which results in less
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frequent or unfulfilled sexual relations (DeLamater & Karraker, 2009; Hughes et al., 2015;
Kwon & Schafer 2016; Laudau et al., 2007; Traeen et al., 2016).
Emerging scholars are beginning to question the dominance of research on the
medicalization of sexuality (DeLamater, 2012; Hinchliff et al., 2010; Tiefer, 2009). They argue
that the biological model perpetuates ageism and sexual practices that deviate from the norm.
The general assumption is that sexuality refers to all aspects of being and feeling sexual
(consisting of both behavior and desire) and that sexual behaviors include different types of sex,
such as procreation, recreation, and relationships. Society considers sex performed by those of
reproductive age to be healthy, natural, “normal” behavior because they are producing the next
generations of workers, while recreational sex mostly practiced by older people who are unable
or ‘unfit” to procreate is often viewed as offensive (Masters et al., 1995; Schwartz & Rutter,
1998;Tiefer, 2009). They also question why sexuality is considered a capacity that only the
young possess and ask why aging should cause a dramatic decline in sexual desire and behavior.
An Explanation of Sexuality in its Socio-Cultural Context
Sexuality is shaped by history and culture and is more than a fixed natural phenomenon
(Attallah, 2016; Foucault, 1990; Tiefer, 1995; Traeen et al., 2016). Since aging does not diminish
the desire for intimacy, sexual desire, sexual interest, or sexual responsiveness (if one’s general
health is good), and expressiveness in sexuality is a human need that persists across one’s
lifespan (Kazer, 2013), it is important to focus on sexual processes rather than overemphasizing
potential sexual problems and conditions in later life. Biological research can work conjointly
with ensuring improvements in the socio-cultural environment.
The impact of culture and history on sexuality was first considered by two pioneers of the
scientific study of sex, Krafft-Ebing and Havelock (1915). Each noted that different cultures hold
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different attitudes toward sexual behaviors. More recently, emerging scholars, such as Barnes,
Battle & Battle (2010), DeLamater & Karraker (2009) have suggested that, in order to
understand sexuality, consideration must be given to the diverse contexts in which people define
intimacy and sexuality (Weeks et al., 2003). People’s sexual behaviors are shaped by individual
variations in sexual meanings and experiences, the influence of culture on one’s own experiences
of sexuality, and people’s way of life (Tiefer, 2009).
Cultural experiences and cohort effects can also affect sexual functioning (Atallah,
2016). The social lives of older adults are characterized by declining social networks because of
retirement; increased likelihood of widowhood; the deaths of colleagues, acquaintances, and
friends; and declining mobility (Alterovits & Mendelsohn, 2009; Hillman, 2008). These factors
create social barriers to the development of new relationships and contribute to assumptions
about asexuality in later years (Hinchliff et al., 2010). Many older widows who wish they could
have sexual relations after the death of a spouse do not do so because colleagues, relatives, and
community members may view such behavior as disconcerting and disgraceful (Yun et al.,
2014).
Cultural differences also affect how different subgroups of older persons experience their
sexuality. Subgroups of older Americans (i.e., aged 57 to 85 years) have been exposed to
different values as they came of age in varied social, political, and technological surroundings.
The oldest individuals experienced adolescence before or during the Great Depression, whereas
the youngest grew up during the sexual revolution of the 1960s. Over a period of 30 years,
American families and sexual mores were changed by the following factors: being older when
marrying for the first time, divorce, cohabitation, and out-of-wedlock births, as well as a decline
in fertility and age of sexual debut (DeLamater & Karraker, 2009). It is expected that elderly
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subgroups would have varied attitudes toward sexuality in old age because of socio-cultural
differences.
Similarly, as Rose explains in Longing to Tell (2004), sexuality in the older Black
community is dependent upon their social experience. As a result, their sexual behavior and
desires differ considerably to those of the White community and those of other racial/ethnic
minorities. This is because Black sexuality is shaped by collective memories and past
experiences. For Black women, their sexuality was defined by the system of enslavement, where
they were needed to breed other slaves. Hence, their sexuality was shaped around a system of
commodification of their bodies (Battles & Barnes, 2010; hooks, 1981). As older persons, they
were considered useless and sexless as they could no longer reproduce. These experiences were
in sharp contrast to those of their White counterparts. Hence, the assumption that all older
people’s experiences of sexuality are uniform is historically inaccurate.
Studies on the Sexuality of Older Adults
Prior to 2005, data collection on the sexual activity of older persons was mostly limited to
samples of persons under 60 years of age. Therefore, little was known about the sexual activities
of older men and women (DeLamater, 2012). Recently, studies have emerged with a specific
focus on older people, although most have been conducted in the United Kingdom and Canada
and included only White participants (Bouman & Kleinplatz, 2015; Flynn & Gow, 2015; Kenny,
2014; Rowntree, 2014).
Kinsey, Pomeroy, and Martin (1948) and Kinsey (1953), pioneered sexuality studies, and
they found that sex was healthy for the human experience. Following Kinsey, more
groundbreaking research was conducted by Masters and Johnson (1966, 1970), whose work
found that activities relating to physiological aging did not interfere with sexual activity, rather,
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age can be good for sex. The lack of fear of pregnancy, increased confidence and self knowledge and all associated sexual responses (Bouman & Kleinplatz, 2015), can be better in
old age such as aging successfully, life satisfaction (Woloski-Wruble et al., 2010), and having a
greater purpose in life (Prairie et al., 2011). Starr and Weiner’s (1981) study, involving a survey
of 800 men and women between the ages of 60 and 91 ages, built on Kinsey’s report by
suggesting that age was not related to sexual satisfaction and that sex was important for both
physical and mental well-being.
More recently, studies have confirmed the importance of sex in older age (Bouman &
Kleinplatz, 2015; Johannes et al., 2000; Landau et al., 2007; Laumann et al., 2008). Landau et al.
(2007), in interviews with 3,005 adults aged between 57 and 85 years, found that the desire to
engage in sexuality did not fade with age; they supported Kazer’s (2013) findings that sexuality
is a human need that persists across the lifespan. In contrast, Herbenick et al. (2010) found that
while older adults continued to engage in sexual behavior, there was a decline in coital activities
between men and women as they aged. Several studies have yielded similar findings, confirming
that older adults continue to engage in sexual activity, and age, the availability of a partner, and
physical and mental health are predictors of sexual interest and activity (Brody, 2010;
DeLamater, 2012; Lindau & Gavrilova, 2010).
Very few studies have focused specifically on the sexual pleasure of older females. One
exception is a very recent qualitative study by Morrissey Stahl et al. (2018) in which they
explored the experiences of 16 White women aged 59 to 71 years to better understand sexual
pleasure over a lifetime. Using feminist and critical gerontological frameworks, the authors
described how the study’s participants challenged cultural rules to create a supportive
environment for sexual expression. Through stories, the authors documented how the women
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searched for pleasure as they aged, thus contributing to the body of knowledge that describes
sexuality as a lifelong phenomenon.
Studies on sexuality later in life provide evidence of the frequency of sexual activity
among older persons, and suggest that sexual thoughts, feelings, and activities are a vital part of
the human experience. However, most studies about senior sexuality have focused on White
people (Morrissey Stahl et al., 2018; Radosh & Simkin 2016), leaving the voices of older Black
people unrepresented. Consequently, little information is available on the sexuality of older
Black people or sexuality in relation to race and ethnicity in general.
Overall, while there is a growing body of literature on later life sexuality, missing are
studies that focus on lived experiences of the sexuality of older Black people. This gap is
problematic as data are not available to capture the sexual relationships of Black older persons as
they age and determine how they understand and describe their sexual lives. Neither are reports
available that document the potential benefits of sexual activity for their well-being or data on
which to base policy decisions regarding sexuality issues that affect this age group (DeLamater,
2012). In addition, the missing voices of older Black women historically disadvantages the
younger Black generation because their perceptions of sexuality are based on a White model
(Barnes & Battle 2010).
Studies on the Sexuality of Older Widows
Missing from the literature is how older widowed adults perceive their sexuality. Several
of the few studies that exist are very old, having been conducted about three decades ago
(Courtney, 1985; Kansky, 1986; Malatesta et al., 1988). While these studies may be less relevant
today because they involved older adults who were born in the early twentieth century when
gender roles were more clearly demarcated and divorce was less common (Carr & Utz, 2001;
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Manning & Brown 2009; U.S. Census, 2016), they do capture the sexual practices of older
widows. For example, Kansky (1986) documented the sexual practices of 31 White widows aged
30 to 62 years in the first 14 months after bereavement. Among these findings were two results
that are relevant to the current study: (1) the sexual desires and activities of widows were
positively correlated with prior experience of coitus outside of marriage (including premarital
and/or extramarital coitus), and (2) there was no significant difference between the level of
sexual desire in an older widow and a younger widow.
In contrast to earlier studies on later life sexuality, where biological determinism was a
major factor, the study by Kansky (1986) demonstrated that widows were more constrained in
engaging in sexual practices owing to social mores. Kansky (1986) concluded that sexual mores
and experiences play a more significant role than desire or age where post-bereavement sexual
activity is concerned, thereby providing new insights into the sexual practices of widows after
bereavement. It is difficult, however, to ascertain the applicability of the findings of Kansky’s
(1986) research to the present day because the study was conducted over three decades ago.
Social mores and expectations have changed, and the widows who were the focus of the current
study may have held different worldviews to those in the study by Kansky (1986). In addition,
the participants in Kansky’s (1986) study were younger (mean age of 47.4 years) than the sample
population for the current study. Kansky’s (1986) participants were all White and resided in a
metropolitan area. Their sexual experiences and levels of sexual expression may not fully
represent those of widows in general.
Similarly, Malatesta et al. (1988) examined how widows between the ages of 40 and 89
years adapted sexually to the loss of a partner. They focused on the degree to which various agerelated changes in body image, mood state, and environmental context might interfere with a
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widow’s ability to meet the need for affection and sexual needs. They conducted their study on
100 White widows living in their homes. The participants completed a 101-question survey that
evaluated three major areas: barriers to sexual expression, the degree of unhappiness associated
with the loss of various marriage-oriented activities, and the perceived utility of various activities
that might indirectly satisfy sexual needs and the need for affection.
Regarding the latter, it was found that indirect and vicarious activities, such as caring for
grandchildren, caring for a pet, and dreaming, did not meet their affective and/or sexual needs.
Rather, such activities served as buffers or compensatory methods to satisfy the respondents’
emotional desires. The limitations of this study included the exclusion of widows who were in
current romantic or sexual relationships and a focus on the study participants’ indirect and
vicarious activities, rather than directly assessing their sexual needs and their need for affection.
In addition, the authors did not evaluate the effects of society’s norms and expectations on the
women’s sexual expression. The study also lacked diversity as it did not include non-White
people.
More recently, Yun et al. (2014) used descriptive phenomenology to explore the
experience of sexuality for older widows in Korea. They interviewed 10 widows between the
ages of 65 and 75 years. The participants had lost their spouses to disease, had lived as widows
for 14 years on average, and had been in a sexual relationship for an average of 21 months. All
the participants reported experiencing emotional crises as a result of loneliness, but they also
claimed to have benefitted from sexual relationships (Yun et al., 2014). The older widows gained
a sense of independence and rediscovered their femininity. Furthermore, their physical,
psychological, and social well-being was improved through interactions with their partners and
by caring for each other. These findings provide useful information to professionals concerned
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with the sexual needs of widowed women; however, it is not known if the results of this study
are applicable to the experiences of older women in the U.S. owing to cultural and spatial
differences (Yun et al., 2014).
Kasif and Band-Winterstein (2017) also used a phenomenological approach to explore
the ways in which older women constructed and perceived their sexuality throughout their life
course. The study was conducted in Israel and included 17 widows aged 62–91 years who had
been widowed for between five and 24 years. The researchers provided a detailed narrative of the
participants’ experiences along their life course, which included their sexual experiences prior to
and during widowhood.
The study by Kasif and Band-Winterstein (2017) was retrospective as the participants
described their experiences as widows at only one point in time. The researchers documented
how the widows navigated societal constraints on their sexuality. They described how the
women curbed their sexuality owing to internalized stereotypes, along with ageist and sexist
attitudes. Their findings also suggested an alternative view: Some widows considered the
transition to old age as a positive experience, which enabled them to express openness,
experience release, and feel the fulfillment of sexuality in various ways, such as self-stimulation.
The study also uncovered different behaviors that widows exhibit. While some enjoyed sexuality
through self-stimulation and did not require a partner for sexual fulfillment, others could not
perceive sexuality without a partner.
While Kasif and Band-Winterstein’s (2017) study illuminates widows’ experiences of
sexuality, it did not document the current sexual experiences of the widows, nor did it specify
whether the participants had any sexual experiences or encounters after losing their spouses.
Furthermore, since the study was conducted in Israel, it is not known if widows in the U.S. share
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similar experiences to the widows in Israel as sexuality is shaped by political, social, and cultural
contexts (Caplan, 2013; Seidman, 2003; Twigg, 2004).
Another striking description of widows’ experiences of sexuality was provided by
Radosh and Simkin (2016) who surveyed 104 married women aged 55 and older. They sought to
understand whether women anticipate missing sex if they were predeceased by their partner and
the factors that are associated with communicating their loss. They measured sexual
bereavement, which is grief associated with the loss of sexual intimacy with a long-term partner,
attitudes toward discoursing about sexuality if they were to become widowed, and the
comfort/discomfort of discussing the topic of sexual bereavement with their widowed friends.
Fifty-three per cent of the women in the study indicated that they would miss sex if their
partner died, and more than half of the participants (67%) indicated that they would want to talk
about sex with friends after a partner’s death. Furthermore, 76% would want friends to initiate
the discussion with them rather than having to initiate it themselves. In contrast, most of the
participants in the study reported that it would not occur to them to discuss sexual bereavement
with their widowed friends, and 34% reported that they would be too embarrassed to discuss the
topic with a widowed friend. Radosh and Simkin’s (2016) study confirmed the lack of support
for sexual bereavement and the culture of silence that surrounds the feelings of sexual
bereavement of widowed women. However, the study had several limitations. It did not include
widowed women and instead asked women to project how they might feel in the future. It also
focused on White, educated, middle-class women.
Only two of the studies described above were conducted in the U.S. More significantly,
these studies lacked racial and ethnic diversity. A lack of research into the sexual expression of
older Black widows has created a research gap. In this respect, research that evaluates the views
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of older Black widowed adults about their sexuality remains unexplored in the U.S., which limits
access to the knowledge and insight that older Black adults could bring about ageing and
sexuality. An increase in the number of older Black widows indicates that there is a strong need
to explore their sexual perceptions and experiences.
In the current study, I sought to address the research gap by exploring and describing the
sexual experiences of older widowed and single Black women. It is important to understand how
these women define and experience sexuality and to identify the socio-historical context that has
shaped their understanding of their sexuality. With such an understanding, professionals would
be better equipped to respond to their needs and reconsider approaches to addressing the sexual
concerns and how they respond to the sexual expression of this population. This new knowledge
will also provide guidance on how to effect improvements to their quality of life, well-being, and
ability to express their sexuality.

Theoretical Framework
The epistemological stance of researchers informs their research methods, the
researchers’ role, and the interpretation of their findings (Napels & Gurr, 2014). Social
construction theory and feminist theories, including Black feminist and age relations theories, are
now discussed.
Social Construction Theory
The theory of social constructionism offers an exciting and diversified way of
understanding older widows’ and singles’ sexuality. The theory offers an opportunity to go
beyond a limited, medicalized perspective of human sexuality to include how older widows and
single black women view their sexuality, and how this may be affected by a particular cultural
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milieu. It allows for an understanding of their reality based on their values and behavior (Tiefer,
2009). For example:
A kiss is not a kiss;… your orgasm is not the same as George Washington's, premarital
sex in Peru is not premarital sex in Peoria, abortion in Rome at the time of Caesar is not
abortion at the time of John Paul II, and rape is neither an act of sex nor an act of
violence—all of these actions remain to be defined by individual experience within one's
period and culture’ ( Tiefer, 1995 pg 2)
Illustrates sexuality as a social and psychological construct, a precursor to understanding the
interplay of both individual and social processes (Tiefer, 2009) and exploring sexuality within a
socio-historical context (Foucault, 1976).
The theory of social constructionism challenges the rationality of scientism and the logic
of ontology that views knowledge creation as being independent of human influences. The
theory can be traced back to Berger and Luckmann’s classic work, The Social Construction of
Reality, published in 1966. The social construction theory draws its strength from the work of
Berger and Luckmann (1966) and assumes that “society is an objective reality” and man is a
social product” (p.79). Knowledge is therefore constructed through the interaction of individuals
in society according to which objective and subjective realities are created.
As explained by Berger and Luckmann (1991), firstly, subjective reality is the product of
primary socialization through significant others who mediate knowledge as objective and
validate it as meaningful. Secondly, an objective reality arises from the interaction of individuals
within society, and society, in turn, influences its constituent members. The repeated actions of
individuals become patterns, habits, and routines, which forms a general repository of
knowledge. Thirdly, this knowledge is institutionalized by society and transmitted to the next
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generation as an objective reality. It is internalized and transmitted through language, which
forms the channel by which individuals construct concepts, thoughts, and feelings (Tieffer,
2009).
The core social constructionist message is that individuals have freedom but that their
freedom is constrained by the conditions of their daily experiences (Andrews, 2012; Tiefer,
2009). The theory has been applied to and used in fields that include religion (Berger, 1969), law
and feminism (Weitzer, 2007), sexuality (Hubbard, 2007)., and child development and gender
construction (Leaper, 2000).). A classic study by MacCormack and Draper (1987) explored
views of sexuality and health among Jamaican, British, and U.S. women in Jamaica between
1983 and 1985. The women were interviewed and asked to draw the female reproductive system
on a female outline (Tieffer, 1995). In contrast to the drawings of British and U.S. women, the
Jamaican women accentuated the uterus and gave little attention to the vagina. Their findings
showed that the Jamaican women’s sexuality was meaningful to them in the context of childbirth
and achieving adult status and self-esteem (Tieffer, 1995).
The findings of MacCormack and Draper (1987), along with other studies with an
underlying social constructionist framework, stress the importance of understanding people’s
experiences from their own perspectives. It emphasizes learning about people through the social
structures in which they live and how they construct their everyday lives. Rather than taking
conventional assumptions about concepts or ideals for granted, the social construction theory
allows researchers to understand how people construct, experience, negotiate, and express social
phenomena in their own words and worlds (Tiefer, 1995).
The theory of social construction was particularly relevant to the present study for several
reasons. It enriched my understanding of older widowed and single Black women, a
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marginalized group whose shared experiences of sexuality have been ignored (Tiefer, 1995), It
also allowed for a diversified understanding of sexuality that is distinct from the predominant
existing knowledge that views sexuality through a medicalized lens. It allowed me to understand
familiar topics, such as sexuality, with a fresh perspective that deepened my understanding of
older widows’ sexual experiences and older widowed and single Black women’s experiences.
Feminist Theories
Feminist theories are diverse, and they are used to analyze women’s experiences of
gender subordination, the roots of the oppression of women, and how gender inequality is
perpetuated (Parrillo, 2008). Feminisms provide important insights into the condition of women
and their contribution to history and society (Eisenstein, 1984). Feminist theories were developed
both as sets of activist practices and bodies of thought (Cobble., 2014). Activist practices have
made use of consciousness raising to help support and generate the political activism of women,
while the body of thought used newly generated knowledge to highlight feminist perspectives of
social reality (Kalsem & Williams, 2010).
Feminist theories question who benefits from traditional forms of knowledge production
and who may be disadvantaged by the knowledge produced. They begin with an inquiry based
on the lived experiences of women and others who have traditionally been outside of the
institutions in which knowledge about social life is generated and classified (Napels & Gurr,
2014). Feminist theories reinvent an analysis of the subordination of women and provide a
critique of male dominance and occasionally of gender itself (Cobble., 2014).
Feminist theories are constantly being updated to accommodate historical changes and
social diversity. They are based on the premise that as the world has changed, so have the needs
and aspirations of women, as well as awareness of their diversity, and it is recognized that
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women’s issues are not all the same. Hence, the development of feminist theory is evident in a
series of waves (Eisenstein, 1984). The first wave witnessed an increase in the rights of women
and sexual freedom (Eisenstein, 1984). The second wave had a popular focus and led to the
introduction of the slogan, “The personal is political,” which signified that the most personal,
intimate, and seemingly individual areas of people’s lives reflect inequalities of power in society
at large (Nicholson, 1997). The third wave added an element that was missing from the second
wave, namely inclusive orientation, which was multi-racial, multi-ethnic, multi-issue, pansexual, and representative of people and issues from all socio-economic backgrounds (Cobble.,
2014)
As diverse as feminist theory is, most feminists agree that its single most important
contribution to social theory is the way it challenges the concept of gender, for example, the
social structures and meanings attributed to differences in sex. It directly addresses the issue of
sexuality, which is a core dimension in the current study. The striking innovations of feminist
theory are evident in its attention to sexuality, sex, and reproduction, all of which are issues that
have previously been ignored by almost all political thinkers (Holmstrom, 2002).
Feminist theory has incorporated many other broad theories during its development. The
two theories most relevant to this study are the Black feminist standpoint and age relations
theories, which are applicable to Black women’s’ struggles and ageism, respectively.

Black Feminist Theory
Black feminist standpoint theory offers an intersectional analysis of gender, race,
ethnicity, class, and other structural aspects of social life without favoring one dimension or
adopting an additive formulation (Naples & Gurr, 2013). It retains elements of Marxist historical
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materialism for its central premise: knowledge develops in a complicated and contradictory way
from lived experience and the social historical context.
Black feminist theory is a theoretical interpretation of Black women’s reality by Black
women. As Collins (2014) explains, it includes the legacy of struggle and the variety of
responses, such as racism and social class differences among Black women, all of which
influence how racism is experienced. The theory recognizes the diversity of their experiences
and varying expressions of Afro-centric feminist consciousness, while also acknowledging the
interdependence of these experiences, consciousness, and actions (Collins, 2014; hooks, 2004;
Williams, 2018).
The theory aims to infuse Black women’s experiences and everyday thoughts with new
meaning by re-articulating the interdependence of their experiences and consciousness and
accessing the multiple relationships experienced by Black women that are needed to produce a
self-defined Black women’s standpoint. Black feminists articulate the taken-for-granted
knowledge shared by Black women as a group and achieve the transformation of Black women’s
consciousness through such thoughts (Collins, 1990).
In Sex is Not a Natural Act and Other Essays (1995), Tiefer applies a feminist lens to
argue that since sexuality is socially constructed, the origins of sexual desire can be found in
social life, not in biology. Sexual desire, a product of human culture, is acquired through
language or the coded behaviors of others; therefore, it reflects the impact of language upon
behavior. Her writings provoke both critical and creative thinking in the analysis of sexuality and
how the ideas of cultural and historical context are important to understanding the sexuality of
Black people.
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Likewise, in Longing to Tell, (2004), Rose utilizes a feminist theory to emphasize the
historical forces that have shaped Black women’s sexuality. The book documents intimate stories
pertaining to the sexuality of 20 women and considers the commonalities of their sexual
experiences. The negative impact of slavery and the degree to which sexual experience is
intertwined with every facet of life and societal level are both emphasized. Rose notes that
although society has fixated on issues of race and sexuality, stories about Black women are
missing from public discourse. She proposes that while sexuality is considered a private matter,
it nevertheless has a powerful and volatile impact on a person’s public social life.
Black feminism also emphasizes intersectionality, a concept that provides an analysis of
gender, race, ethnicity, and class (Naples & Gurr, 2013). It evaluates how these concepts shape
the complexity of the experiences of Black women (Williams, 2018). Crenshaw (1997, 2018)
was among the first contemporary feminists to discuss these inter- relationships. While studying
violence against Black women, she recognized the need to explore both race and gender. By
highlighting political intersectionality, Black women are situated in at least two subordinate
groups. Their experiences are defined by the intersection of racism and sexism and are not
captured or defined within discourse on feminism or antiracism. Crenshaw concludes that
“through an awareness of intersectionality, we can better acknowledge and ground the
differences among us and negotiate the means by which these differences will find expression in
[the construction of] group politics” (1991, pp. 26–27).
In The Pursuit of Happiness (2018), Williams uses Black feminist theory to understand
the effect of race and gender on middle-aged African American women and their pursuit of
happiness. Williams makes an important contribution to the feminist scholarship by adding
emotions to the inter-relationships between race or ethnicity, class, and gender that dominate

24

intersectional analysis (Crenshaw, 1997). Through ethnographic storytelling, Williams
demonstrates how emotions are an excellent source of information on the reification of
intersectional oppression. She identifies emotional transnationalism as a method that Black
women use to pursue happiness while moving across virtual and national boundaries.
Thus, understanding the experiences of older Black widowed women through the lens of
the Black feminist theory enhances our understanding of the distinctive cultural and historical
milieu of widowhood around sexuality.
Age Relations Theory
The age relations theory is an extension of feminist thought and incorporates old age in
the feminist scholarship (Calasant et al., 2006). The theory was an extension of feminist thought
in response to criticism of researchers who excluded old people (i.e., those aged 65 years and
older), not only in their choice of research questions but also in their theoretical approaches to
studying the elderly. The age relations theory describes a system of inequality based on age that
favors those who are younger than 60 years of age at the expense of those aged 65 years and
older (Calasant, 2004). This theory argues that only through a critique of age relations can
feminist theory intervene to minimize the oppression that old people face, especially those
marginalized at the intersection of multiple hierarchies.
Scholars of women’s studies have recently expressed increased concerns about aging, but
they rarely study aging or explore the daily experiences of older women (Arber & Ginn, 1991;
Krekula, 2007; Russell, 2007). Typically, the views and experiences of younger and middle-aged
women dominate the intersectional framework (Calasanti & Slevin, 2013), which indicates agerelated inequalities.
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Although feminist scholars have long appreciated the constructed nature of sexuality,
their approach to evaluating it has been problematic (Krekula, 2007). Women have been
generalized as if they were younger or middle aged, and most theories are based on the
experiences of younger groups. As a result, little is known about older people’s experiences and
the impact of broader social events on their daily lives.
The age relations theory responds to the omission of old age and age relations by
expanding the intersection of gender, class, race, and age. The theory defines old age as a social
location into which people grow and where group membership changes. Thus, over the course of
a lifetime, one can experience the duality of age relations—its advantages and disadvantages.
By expanding the intersectional perspective to include old age, scholars can perceive age
relations as a dimension of power and recognize age, gender, race, and class as interlocking
power relations (Calasant, 2004). In this way, tensions surrounding aging can be eliminated as
middle age or old age is perceived chronologically.
The age relations theory comprises three dimensions (Calasant & Slevin, 2013). Firstly,
age serves as a socially organizing principle. Secondly, different age groups gain identities and
power in relation to one another. For example, there are systematic differences between being an
old or young woman; the former is more marginalized and powerless. Thirdly, age relations
intersect with other power relations, such as race and gender-based discrimination. Together,
these dimensions impinge on an individual’s ability to enjoy economic security and good health.
Therefore, the inclusion of age relations in the intersectionality perspective can expand an
understanding of power relations across generations that were previously ignored. Zajicek et
al.(2006) applied this theory to examine the lives of old Chicanas and how they challenged the
dominant myths regarding the dependence of old people based on intersections between age,
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gender, class and ethnicity. By considering the intersection of age with other inequalities, the
researcher learned about sources of poverty and stress in these women’s lives (Zajicek et al.,
2006).
The application of the age relations theory to older American Black widow and single
women broadens knowledge of their experiences and how they are affected by age-related power
dynamics.
Summary
A review of the literature revealed a paucity of racial and older women in sexuality
studies. The few available studies focused on older White women’s sexuality. An increase in the
number of older widowed and single women indicates that there is a strong need to explore their
sexual perceptions and experiences.
In the current study, I sought to expand the body of knowledge on later life sexuality by
exploring and describing the sexual experiences of older widowed and single older Black
women. It is important to understand how these women define and understand their sexuality in
the context of their social and historical backgrounds.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
I used phenomenology as my method of inquiry in this study to learn about the subjective
experiences of older widowed and single black women and the personal meanings that they
attributed to sexuality. Phenomenology is the study of phenomena, things, or events in the
everyday world (Creswell, 2013). Following Husserl’s approach, Giorgi (1985) defined
phenomenology as an attempt to develop a genuinely scientific approach to the study of
subjectivity (Applebaum, 2010). For this reason, Giorgi (1985) explained that a
phenomenological study should be conducted within a context of discovery rather than a context
of verification: “We are trying to systematize scientific activity within the context of discovery”
(1985, p. 14).
Phenomenology provides a platform for understanding human experiences as people
interact with others and the environment (Lopez & Willis, 2004). A phenomenological study
evaluates common situations in the world from the viewpoint of the person experiencing them as
a means to understanding people and human life. According to Streubert and Carpenter (1999),
topics “appropriate to the phenomenological research method include those [that are] central to
humans’ life experiences” (p. 56). Sexuality; sexual, cognitive representation; and sexual
behavior are all subjects that are central to human life experiences since sexuality is an integral
part of our existence and identity (Morrissey & Higgs, 2006).
Phenomenology is based on two assumptions (Becker, 1992). The first is that experience
is a valid and fruitful source of knowledge. Any person’s knowledge is based upon his or her
experiences, whether they are first-hand experiences or vicarious, second-hand experiences.
Experience is the source of all knowledge and the basis of behavior. Hence, it is the cornerstone
of knowledge. The second assumption is that our everyday worlds are valuable sources of
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knowledge. We can gain important insights into the essential nature of an event by analyzing
how it occurs in our daily lives (Becker, 1992).
There are two methods of phenomenological study: descriptive and interpretive (Lopez &
Willis, 2004). Descriptive phenomenology focuses on describing the experiences of participants.
Researchers who use this method must constantly engage in the process of bracketing by setting
aside their experiences in order to capture the phenomenon being studied. The description of the
participants’ experiences can either be a textural description of what they experienced or a
structural description of their experiences in terms of the conditions, situations or context, or a
combination of both (Padgett, 2008).
As its name implies, interpretative phenomenology places emphasis on interpreting the
experiences of the participants. Following the work of Heidegger (1988), the interpretive
method, in addition to providing a description of human narratives, assists with finding meanings
in the narrated essence and the extent to which subjective experiences are shaped by social,
cultural, and political contexts; this concept is commonly referred to as “situated freedom”
(Lopez & Willis, 2004). By focusing on the life world of the participants, the realities of the
individuals, as influenced by the world in which they live, are enumerated. The aim of the
interpretative phenomenologist is to uncover the nature of the experience while maintaining the
integrity of the perceptions of the individual (Becker, 1992). The researcher must constantly
mediate between different interpretations of the meaning of the lived experiences (Lopez &
Willis, 2004; Padgett, 2008).
Interpretive phenomenology, with its emphasis on the importance of subjective
experiences, was the most appropriate phenomenological method for understanding the
phenomena of widows’ sexuality and experiences and providing foundational knowledge of the
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sexuality of older adults. The current study documented the life world or “being-in-the-world” of
older widowed and single Black women and how the life world contributed to their subjective
experiences. The interpretive method inquiry recognizes that people have freedom but that their
freedom is constrained by the conditions of their daily lives.
Thus, the women narrated and provided descriptions of their experiences of being
widowed and single, and how being widowed and single older women influenced the choices
that they made. I also highlighted their perceptions of how they experienced sexuality in their
world, their interactions with the outside world, their experience of their bodies, and how they
placed their subjective experiences in the context of culture and orientation. This was essential to
uncovering, firsthand, the meaning of their lived experiences.
Interpretive phenomenology allows for the use of the contextual features of the
participants’ experiences for practice and policy implications. Thus, not only did the study’s
findings illuminate the experiences of older widows and single Black women as they navigated
the world of widowhood, singlehood and intimacy, it also uncovered distinctive experiences or
different types of knowledge for policy-based practice.
Sampling Plan
Initially, the inclusion criteria for the study were women aged 60 to 75 years who selfidentified as widowed, single, heterosexual Black women and who resided in New York City or
surrounding areas. Older widows and single Black women aged 60 to 75 years were also
included in this study because old age is defined by the Older American Act as commencing at
60 years of age. Most studies in the literature on older persons cover an age range of 65 to 85
years (Butler, 2005). However, since there is a wide gap between the ages of 65 and 85, 75 years
was selected as the upper age limit in the current study in order to create a cluster of participants
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who shared the same generational experience. I focus on the 60-75 age group because this cohort
has a specific historical trajectory that they have lived through in contrast to those 75 and over. I
chose to include the women born between 1945 and 1960 who witnessed the height of the sexual
revolution and the rise of the Black Power movement (Farmer 2017).
After obtaining institutional review board approval from the City University of New
York, Hunter College, purposeful sampling was used to recruit older Black women from the
New York Community who self-identified as widows or single women (Creswell, 2012; Padgett,
2008). My choice of the selection of the study sample was guided by Patton’s (2002)
recommendation that purposive sampling should include a selection of participants who meet the
inclusion criteria and have the potential to provide the richest data.
Recruitment
The sample was recruited via the distribution of flyers, a posting on Craigslist, and by
word of mouth. Flyers were posted in communities where older, widowed and single Black
women were most likely to be found. These locations included senior centers, churches, dating
sites, community message boards, and bereavement support groups. I also attended a Mama
Gena’s School of Womanly Arts event in New York City, where I recruited two women for the
study. At Mama Gena School, women are taught to celebrate their sexuality in pursuit of their
dreams. It offers courses that teach them the art of identifying their sexual desires, knowing
sexual pleasure, and making pleasure a priority—all as a way of imbuing empowerment and
liberation.
Geographical location was limited to New York City and Long Island, a suburban New
York City area.
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Initially, I planned to recruit the sample using either typical case sampling or a
combination of typical case and snowball sampling (Padgett, 2008). These two methods of
sample collection were chosen to increase the sample size, given the sensitive and private nature
of the topic. Typical case sampling facilitates the recruitment of the average number of older
widowed and single Black women in the population, while snowball sampling aims for referrals
from participating women (Padgett, 2008). Contrary to my expectations, I did not obtain any
referrals from the women. All the subjects were individually recruited because the participants
were not comfortable referring other women to me because they felt that the topic was private
and personal.
Sample Size
Phenomenological studies aim for depth, and a sample size of 6–10 is common (Padgett,
2008). Fourteen women were included in this study until saturation was reached (Creswell,
2013).
Data Collection
I followed Creswell’s suggestion for data collection. Creswell (2012) addressed several
components of the data collection process, which he termed the “data collection circle” (p.
146), which involves locating the site/individual, gaining access and establishing rapport,
sampling purposefully, collecting data, recording information, resolving field issues, and storing
data.
Procedures
The participants were informed at the recruitment stage and throughout the interview and
enrollment stages that their participation in the study was voluntary. They were also advised that
there would be no negative repercussions for withdrawal from the study. Prior to the interviews,
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a screening tool was used to select the women who met the inclusion criteria before the verbal
consent of the participants was obtained. A conscientious effort was made to ensure that they
understood the informed consent process by asking them what their consent for participating in
the study meant to them.
They were also assured that their confidentiality would be protected by the use of
pseudonyms to declassify their personal information. To ensure that the participation of the
women was voluntary, they were verbally appraised of the nature of the study, which included
information about its goals and the procedures to be used.
One to two interviews were conducted. The length of each interview ranged from 45 to
90 minutes. Two women participated in a second interview. Saturation was reached as no new
themes emerged after the first interview (Padgett, 2008).
The interviews were audio recorded. None of the participants objected to being
recorded. All the interviews were transcribed. The collated data were saved to a passwordprotected external storage device after each interview. Only I had access to the device and to the
encrypted and transcribed data.
Interview times were arranged based on mutual convenience and took place at different
locations chosen by the participants. Only two of the study subjects permitted me to conduct the
interviews at their homes. Some interviews were conducted in libraries, and most of them took
place in nearby restaurants. Initially, emphasis was placed on interviewing the participants in
their homes as this was deemed to be the most appropriate setting (i.e., private) for inquiries into
a private and sensitive topic. To my surprise, 12 of the 14 women interviewed did not want the
interviews to take place there. Instead, they opted for a neutral location where they could talk
freely without their family members being present.
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When the interviews were complete, the women were granted an opportunity to comment
on the recruitment and interview process and related content. They were given information for
follow-ups and referral if desired. There was no incentive given to the participants.
Strict ethical standards were adhered to throughout this study. Ethical engagement was
approached as a craft in this study as per the recommendations of Beuving, and De Vries (2015),
that is, rather than using abstract existing principles, I applied ongoing, flexible judgment and a
creative response to deal with any complex challenges that arose while embarking on this
research. One of the participants withdrew from the study after completing a two-hour interview.
Her information was deleted in full compliance with the ethical principles of beneficence, nonmaleficence, fidelity, respect for people’s rights, integrity, and justice in accordance with the
guidelines of the Human Research Board of the City University of New York, Hunter College.
Interview Guide
An interview guide was developed based on a review of the literature using a two-step
validation iteration process. Firstly, a representative sample of older widowed and single black
women was interviewed (n = 2). Their feedback enabled refinement and modification of the
interview questions. In addition, feedback from a colleague who participated as
a mock participant enabled me to focus on the topic of inquiry. As per the qualitative approach,
additional questions emerged as I conducted the interviews.
The interviews were semi-structured and open-ended. After the initial engagement, the
interviews involved a broad prompt, for example, “One of the things I am really interested in (or
curious about) is whether you think being a Black woman affects your sexuality,” or “Describe
your thoughts on intimacy and sexuality,” or “What does sexuality mean to you?” or “Tell me
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about your experiences of sexuality and any factors that encourage or discourage sexual
expression.”
A series of follow-up prompts or topics that defined the focus of the interview was used
to guide the direction and flow of the interviews. Prior to the interviews, the participants were
assured that they could withdraw at any time if they felt uncomfortable. Using guidelines
proposed by Creswell (2008) on how to conduct a semi-structured interview, several specific
questions were asked according to the interview protocol, and more open-ended questions were
then asked to encourage further responses on the topic.
During the interviews, notes and methodological notations were taken to capture
important points. Writing was also kept to a minimum, which allowed the participants to give me
their full attention.
Data Analysis
Meaning, in all its context and complexity, is central to interpretative phenomenological
analysis (Larkin, 2012). I engaged in an interpretative relationship with the transcripts. This was
achieved by reading each transcript through several times and documenting new insights after
reading the text over and over. As I engaged in this process, themes started to emerge. NVivo®
was used to code the data, while I looked for patterns of meaning and connections between
themes and codes that provided insight into the lived experiences of the participants. NVivo®
software, selected based on familiarity with the product and comfort, was also used to
organize and analyze the data.
Codes and themes were generated based on direct quotes made by the participants. Their
expressions were grouped into themes, and then provisional codes were developed. This was
achieved by close and careful reading of the text, which allowed me to attend to what and how
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something was said or done, and by using filters and an analytic lens to organize the process as it
unfolded. I resisted the temptation to use professional jargon when labeling the codes. A close
interpretation of the data helped with the identification and coding of themes that emerged based
on direct quotations made by the participants. This enabled an analytical interpretation of the
meaning behind the participants’ narratives (Larkin & Thompson, 2012).
A case summary was made for each participant, which involved a summation of her data
and its interpretation. The themes were tabulated, and I included an overview of the analysis and
key points, which I later used to illustrate significant statements. I compiled a narrative account
that highlighted what the participants had articulated and allowed me to determine the coherence
and plausibility of the interpretations, as well as reflexivity.

Trustworthiness and Credibility
Qualitative research must meet the criteria of trustworthiness and credibility for quality
assurance purposes. I sought to understand how older widowed and single Black American
women described and understood their lives as sexual beings, their experiences and perceptions
in this regard, and their understanding of their sexuality. The topic of sexuality is personal and
private. To fully explore this issue, it was important that I provide evidence of how rigor was
applied in this study. I explained to the participants that I would be diligent in ensuring that the
study was carried out fairly and ethically and that the findings would represent the experiences of
widows and single, older Black women as closely as possible (Padgett, 2008).
Similarly, the theoretical frameworks used in this study (i.e., social construction and
feminist theories), guided the sample selection and the generation of research questions, while
mitigating against bias and providing a framework for the interpretation of the research findings.
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In line with Padgett’s proposal (2008), the current study used several strategies to ensure
the trustworthiness and credibility of the data, including prolonged engagement. I also engaged
in in peer debriefing, based on consultations with my Chair and an experienced qualitative
researcher, with respect to my data and coding strategies.
An auditing trail was applied from the start of the data collection process until completion
of the study, and every step taken during data collection and analysis was documented and made
available upon request (Padgett, 2008). Finally, to ensure the robustness of the quality of the data
and trustworthiness, thorough and precise descriptions, including detailed participant quotations,
were used.
In line with Creswell’s (2013) suggestion, the aim was to ensure that the sexual
experiences of the women were presented accurately. The demands of creditworthiness were met
by being reflective throughout the study, ensuring that the essence of the women’s
experiences was fully expressed. This element extended to a description of their experiences and
their contexts.
Participant Demographics
I received inquiries from six women who wanted to participate but they were not eligible
for the study because they were under the age of 60. In total, I recruited 17 participants for this
study. Two dropped out immediately because they found the questions “too sensitive.” One was
visibly upset and asked to be excused right away. The remaining 15 participants sat through the
interviews, and one later withdrew from the study. I interviewed 14 women for this study (Table
1). They ranged in age from 60 to 75 years. My sample comprised women who had been
widowed or separated for three to 50 years and women who were single. Five of the women
described being in steady relationships, and three reported being in what they described as “on-
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and-off” relationships. Two reported they had closed that chapter of their lives and they were no
longer interested in dating. The remaining four were not in any sexual relationship at the time of
the interview, but they were open to and actively looking for a relationship.
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Table 1
The Demographics of the Participants
Years
Pseudonym

Age

Country of

Marital

Living

Age at First
Living

(years)

Origin

Status

Arrangement

Number of

Work

Children

Status

Dating

Marriage
Alone

39

Emmanuella

71

U.S. born

Widowed

With Family

18

3

Yes

2

Retired

Vicky

71

U.S. born

Widowed

With Family

17

20

Yes

2

Retired

Marie

69

U.S. born

Separated

Alone

21

50

No

3

Student

Rose

60

U.S. born

Widowed

Alone

20

12

Yes

1

Retired

Becky

75

Jamaica

Widowed

Alone

20

23

Yes

2

HHA

Agnes

60

Nigeria

Widowed

With Family

25

15

Yes

4

Retired

Abigail

70

U.S. born

Widowed

Alone

17

20

Yes

1

Retired

Paula

60

U.S. born

Widowed

Alone

17

35

No

6

Retired

Kate

74

U.S. born

Widowed

Alone

18

5

No

1

Retired

Lumba

75

Caribbean

50

No

0

Retired

Never
Married

Alone

Alice

64

Caribbean

Sharon

64

U.S. born

Mary

74

U.S. born

Tamika

68

U.S. born
(Harlem)

Divorced
Never
Married

Alone
With Family

5

No

4

Manager

30

No

3

Manager
Retired

Divorced

With Family

21

30

Yes

1

Divorced

Alone

25

30

Yes

3

Notes. *: Since her partner died or because she was single/widowed
HHA: Home Health Aide

21

Gym
Director
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Positionality
Finally, the issue of my positionality remained active throughout the data collection
process. It was possible that my positionality as a Black researcher might have influenced the
interactions that I had with the women as they were more likely to open up to me based on our
shared identity. I am a middle-aged, heterosexual Black female. Prior to this study, my father
passed away, and my mother became a widow two years ago. My experience of lack of
communication about my mother’s sexual interest intrigued me and inspired me to conduct
qualitative research to learn more about the sexual experiences of older Black women. I was
cognizant that my own curiosity and bias might have influenced the women and their responses,
as well as the subsequent reporting of the findings (Bourke, 2014). For these reasons,
recognizing that positionality was an important element of this research, I forthrightly
communicated my positionality by writing in a reflective journal to ponder on my own
perceptions, conceptions, and processes (Vicary et al., 2017). During the process, memorandum
writing (i.e., the documentation of thoughts and ideas as they emerged from interacting with the
data) was also utilized. This process also allowed me to identify and prevent self-bias through an
exploration of my own personal experiences.
Importantly, I discussed my beliefs with experienced qualitative researchers, and I
received constructive feedback throughout the research process. In so doing, I was able to
separate my views from those of the women (Padget 2008).
Summary
I used interpretive phenomenology to learn about the subjective experiences of older
single and widowed Black women and the personal meanings they attributed to sexuality. I
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recruited and interviewed 14 older Black widowed and single heterosexual women for this study.
Four themes emerged which described how the women articulated the strategies they used to
redefine and own their sexuality.
In the next sections, I discuss the four major themes: Lonelier with age, Moments of
Amazement; Dating Experiences and I live in a Paradox. Truth telling was the mechanism that I
used to describe how the women understand sexuality, their pursuit of sexual relationships, their
aging bodies, relationships with men, and their views of how they are perceived by family
members and society.
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CHAPTER IV: LONELIER WITH AGE
In this qualitative study, I sought to answer the following research questions: (1) How
do older widowed and single Black women aged 60 to 75 years understand sexuality? (2) How is
their understanding shaped by the social, cultural, political/historical environments in which they
live? In the interviews, the women discussed their struggles and concerns and how they owned
their sexuality as an intense form of personal affirmation and social revolution.
I defined the processes according to which these women acknowledged their struggles,
redefined, appreciated, and owned their sexuality as truth telling. Four major themes emerged in
this study: lonelier with age, moments of amazement, dating experiences, and I live in a
paradox. In this chapter, I describe how the women used truth telling to convey feelings of
loneliness, described their interactions with family members and their environments, made a
connection between living together and marriage, and determine the impact on sense of
independence.
Truth Telling: Loneliness
The women used truth telling to describe loneliness and its impact on their present
sexual experiences as older, widowed and single Black women. They revealed that they
frequently felt lonely. For instance, Rose had been a widow for 12 years. While describing her
life as a widow, she stated, “Well, sometimes you have your moments where you get lonely and
stuff like that, but life goes on. You have to.” For most of the women, loneliness was a strong
motivator for seeking romantic relationships as they grew older. This was unsurprising as most
had first married when they were 17–21 years old. For example, Alice married at the age of 18
and had only been separated from her husband for five years. She shared how it was hard for her
to be alone for so long, saying, “You know, it was very hard for me because I am never used to
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be alone. There is always somebody with me, from moving from my parents’ house to living
with my husband.” Similarly, most of the women reported that they had always had someone in
their lives, were married shortly after adolescence, and had never really lived alone. They had
never learned how to cope with loneliness.
By contrast, Marie and Lumba had lived alone for longer than the other women.
Nevertheless, both reported becoming progressively lonelier with age. Marie (69 years of age)
married at 21; however, her marriage lasted only 11 months. When I interviewed her, she had
been single for 50 years and had only dated occasionally. She reported that it had been five years
since she last dated and that she felt lonely at times. Marie kept herself busy with various
activities, yet she talked about being lonely. She explained:
I go to museums, go to plays. I love music. I love … libraries … old libraries. I
love traveling. I have travelled all over the world. Uh, I just like doing various
things, and I like myself … and you know … when I come home at the end of the
day, coming home to an empty apartment, it would be nice, I guess, to go out with
someone and … to have sex or what you have with a partner.
Lumba, a 73-year-old, who never married but had relationships in the past, described getting old
and being lonely as a very difficult journey. Like the other women in the study, she wished that
she had someone with whom she could be intimate and close:
I know I get lonely, now that I’m older, but I try not to think about it, but it is
hard. My family saw that too, I guess, because I live alone. I know this one
cousin; she would say, ‘She needs company. We don’t like her staying alone.’
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Although all the women confirmed that they were lonely, some of them did not want a
romantic partner. For example, Paula (60 years of age) disclosed that she had closed the dating
chapter in her life and was no longer looking for a new relationship. This was a result of several
failed relationships since the death of her spouse, who she lost when she was 25. Even though
Paula no longer sought a romantic relationship, she reported being lonely without a male partner.
She described how these feelings intensified whenever she saw older couples together and
wished she was one of them:
I see couples, and I wish it was me, but then I [say], “What the hell.” I listen to
music to get my mind off that, but I try not to always think about it. To me, it was
always [the] mind over the body…because I am human, and I feel it…to me it is
always the mind over [the] body.
Paula coped with her loneliness by listening to music and putting such thoughts out of her
mind. Her belief that the mind governs the body meant that by occupying her thoughts
with music, she was able to cope.
Similarly, Kate was no longer interested in dating but acknowledged that she
occasionally struggled with feelings of loneliness. A 74-year-old widow, she had been single for
two years; her last relationship had lasted 10 years. She started dating her last partner at the age
of 64, and they were together until he died from cancer 10 years later. She reported that she was
not interested in dating because she had had a very satisfying relationship with her partner,
whom she regarded as her husband, and she did not think that she would find that kind of man or
that kind of love again. Kate said that she missed her late partner and battled with loneliness
whenever she thought of him. To cope with feelings of loneliness, Kate visited the local senior
center. However, despite having had opportunities to date there, she indicated that she did not
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want to be involved with any man when I interviewed her. Like Paula, Kate participated in social
activities to alleviate her loneliness.
Overall, the women expressed having moments and feelings of loneliness; however, they
differed in how they coped with these. All but two of the women wanted to be in an intimate
relationship with a man to overcome the loneliness they felt, which they reported had intensified
owing to not having dated anyone for a long time.
Truth-Telling: Looking beyond Family for Support and Intimacy
When describing loneliness, the women differentiated between the support they received
from their family members and the intimacy that they would have experienced with a male
partner. Specifically, they described intimate relationships as being more fulfilling than the
parent-child relationship; they felt that the latter limited their ability to express the intimate
feelings they would have expressed to a partner. Agnes, a widow, revealed that her prior
relationships with men had brought her joy and happiness. She talked about how her current
partner brought out love in her, a part that she had buried after losing her husband. She said that
although she loved her children, they could not fill the void, even though they loved and
supported her:
It confuses me because I was in love with an individual…he brought me
temporary joy and happiness. I felt good and happy. I looked forward to talking to
him. I depended on him for advice. If I was hurting, I had another adult that I
could talk to. When I got back from work, I had somebody [who] would say,
“How was work?”, someone [who] treated me like an individual. But my kids
didn’t understand.
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Emmanuella, a retired 74-year-old widow who was dating, described a similar
experience. She missed having someone to love. Emmanuella had the support of family
members, including her children, but the feelings of loneliness and the longing for sexual
intimacy continued despite their support. She stated:
There is someone in our lives [who] cares for us, and I like that. Especially being
a widow and, you know, everything. And I love company—not all the time, but at
times. There is nothing wrong with having a man in our lives. And I wanted a
male in my life.
Other women expressed similar thoughts. While appreciative of family support, they
described how family support did not meet their need for intimacy. They were looking for an
emotional connection beyond the support and attention they received from family members. The
women agreed that while it was important to acknowledge their families’ concerns regarding
their safety and well-being, the joy and happiness of having someone with whom they could be
intimate was not something that could be met by the love they received from their children
and/or families.
Having feelings of loneliness was common to both the women who lived with family
members and to the women who lived alone. Agnes and Emmanuella were two of the five
participants in the sample who lived with family members. Becky, a 73-year-old grandmother
who worked part-time and one of the nine women who lived alone, stated that she had not been
in a relationship since her partner died 15 years ago. She described having feelings of loneliness,
saying, “Yes, I am old, I am lonely, and I have feelings.” She reported that her children
occasionally asked her how she coped with feelings of loneliness, and she told them that she did
not allow them to overwhelm her. Her response to her children was, “What is not right is when
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one puts one’s mind into certain things, and they do not happen. Some people cannot take
disappointment. For me, life goes on.”
Lumba, aged 73, had a different experience of loneliness and family support in old age.
Although she had a very supportive family, including an adopted son and nieces and cousins she
raised to adulthood, none of them was able to meet her emotional needs. In fact, her family made
jokes whenever she talked about being lonely and looking for a partner. As a result, she stopped
sharing her thoughts and feelings with her family. Although she had not dated for a long time,
she remained optimistic that she would eventually do so.
Paula and Kate struggled alone with feelings of loneliness; they could not talk to their
families about their loneliness. Paula did not share with anyone, not even her family, that she
was lonely. In fact, I had an insightful moment when Paula cried in the middle of the interview.
She was extremely emotional while confiding in me about losing the love of her life, who died
when she was only 25. She said she had never shared the extent of her pain and loss with anyone,
not even with her mother, siblings, or children. After she had recovered from her unanticipated
release, she insisted we complete the interview. Her emotional release was evidence of the extent
to which she had kept feelings of loneliness to herself.
The eight women who were in relationships (including the three in intermittent
relationships) shared how their lives had changed when they began their current relationships.
They talked about how being in a relationship helped them overcome feelings of loneliness and
helped them to acquire a sense of fulfillment and desire to live life to the fullest. Emmanuella
said, “I like it. I am smiling now because this man came into my life when I was very down. I
cried a lot, but he picked me up.” The women revealed how they found comfort in relationships
with men who made them feel complete as sexual beings.
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Truth-Telling: Valuing Independence despite Widowhood/Singlehood
Although the participants desired to be in a committed relationship, they were not willing
to give up the freedom and independence they had become accustomed to having as single Black
women. Consequently, they preferred less conventional ways of being in a long-term relationship
without having to live with their male partner. These women preferred a relationship of
convenience over the commitment of a long-term marriage.
Their preference for this type of unconventional dating arrangement was evident. For
example, Emmanuella had been in two long-term relationships. She was married at 18 and
divorced at 25. Her second marriage lasted 36 years until the death of her husband. Her current
relationship started a year ago. Emmanuella and her partner were not living together, and she
was very comfortable with that arrangement:
He owns a home in the area. I have been there. On weekends…I go there on
weekends…we meet up and we date together. He [would] call me up and say he
wants to see me at 9 o’clock tonight, and of course I would be very excited
because I like him. And I would go to his home and we would have company and
companionship for each other, and then he would bring me home at a certain time
when it is late. Like I said, I don’t permanently reside there, and I don’t spend
more than one night to be with him to be together there. I am happy with the
gentleman.
Abigail, a 70-year-old widow, was not living with a partner whom she dated in the past
for two years. She was not interested in getting married. She represents women who are not
currently dating and those who express a preference for this type of living arrangement, if given
a choice.
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The women gave various reasons for this preference. For example, because several
women had not dated for a long time, they were accustomed to doing things their own way. They
had developed certain habits that would be difficult to change if they were to live with a male
partner. Sharon explained:
[I’m] set in my own ways…not looking for anyone to change me…I think my
greatest concern is being my age and being set in my ways. I have been by myself
for a such a long time; I am set in my ways.
The women felt that getting married, which they defined as a legal structure with a set of
rules, in old age would erode their freedom and independence, as marriage would require them to
adjust or make compromises, such as giving up their independent living arrangements. Tamika,
who was used to being by herself, found herself less willing to abide by the social rules of
women’s roles vis-à-vis their husbands. Tamika proclaimed,” I am not I am not compromising
myself. I don’t want you to come live with me. I don’t want that. No, I want you to want me and
you have yourself”. Mary felt the same way: “I am not looking into jumping in and living with
any man right now. I am a very independent person; I think it is important for someone to have
their own space at this point.”
Tamika also preferred having her own space while in a relationship:
I would like to be in a relationship with a man [who] loves me, adores me …gives
me my space. He lives there, I live here. [I’m] probably not going to do that, I
don't think so, unless it became necessary. But I like my space, I don’t want you
to tell me what to do. I want to do what I want to do. I don’t have a problem
compromising; people are going to be who they are. They are not going to
change. If I don’t like [dirty dishes] in the sink? When I wake up in the morning,
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and I got a problem with that. I like to make my bed in the morning. If it is not
made, I got a problem, little problems, so I like to have my own space.
Having their own space meant that the women could make independent decisions without
having to seek their partner’s consent. For example, Sharon did not look forward to making any
compromises as she had become accustomed to deciding things for herself, without having to
consider the needs or wants of a partner. Women such as Sharon had cultivated rigid attitudinal
habits after being single for so long. All of them shared the same experience of valuing their
ability to make their own decisions without considering others. They had grown attached to their
freedom and expressed concern that their freedom might be taken away if they committed to
conventions that dictate a “traditional” relationship living arrangement. Illustrative of the overall
truth-telling theme, when asked if she wanted to marry again, Marie said,
No, no [laughter]. Like I told you before, I love my independence. I love coming
home to a house and just doing what I like to do. At my age, I guess I have… like
I said, I have come to appreciate my independence and freedom, and I don’t want
to have to cook for someone. I don’t want to have to clean for someone. I don’t
want to…
In addition to valuing her independence, Marie’s statement suggests some
sensitivity and reluctance towards the gender expectation that, as a woman, she would
have to take care of her partner. For these women, dating meant confronting their fears of
becoming dependent on a partner or being controlled by a partner. As Marie pointed out,
older single women develop identities as single individuals.
The women in this study endeavored to be content by creating structured lives
with enriching hobbies and strong relationships with family and friends. To maintain
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these structured lives to which they had become accustomed, they stated that rather than
losing their freedom to romantic partners by getting married to them, they would prefer
companions with whom they could have fun and still be able to build a strong,
meaningful relationships. In this way, they would not risk sacrificing their identities as
independent Black women. However, finding a partner who would be content with being
in a relationship without a legal commitment was a common concern the women voiced.
Lumba best articulated the concerns they had about losing their independence:
The men I am going to meet are set in their ways, the same way I am set in my
ways… Not that I am looking to change anyone, because I don’t want anyone to
change me. But I know what I want, and I don’t know if there is anyone there that
would give that to me [my independence and freedom].
Interestingly, the women acknowledged that their prospective partners may also have
developed habits that would make it difficult for them to adjust to being in a partnership with
them. The women’s perceptions (or experience) of their partners’ unresponsiveness to attitudinal
change also posed a barrier to their ability to engage in or sustain relationships.
Although the women expressed a sense of loneliness and a desire for companionship,
they were not willing to compromise their standards or ways of living to meet a partner’s
standards. As a result, to preserve the independence and freedom to which they were accustomed
as a consequence of not having dated for a long time, the women expressed a preference for
relationships of convenience over the commitment of a long-term marriage:
I am not looking into jumping in and living with any man right now. I am a very
independent person; I think it is important for someone to have their own space at
this point. I have been there with the legal thing before [laughter]. So, at this
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point, we will see, but companionship and sacred companionship, uhm, is what I
seek…if there is another gentleman as I continue along the path, I am open. We
will see. So be it. I’m open (Mary, aged 70).
Regardless of their relationship status, virtually none of the women expressed eagerness
to remarry, which they described as a legal structure with a set of rules. Marie believed
“Marriage is a whole set of rules that I don’t want to abide by, you know? I don’t want to have to
communicate with someone if I don’t want to”.
This view was expressed by all the women, including the two women who were not
interested in dating at the time the interviews were conducted. For instance, Kate, one of the two
women who was no longer interested in dating, shared with me that prior to being a widow, she
did not live together with her late partner. At the age of 64, Kate started dating her second
husband and, although not legally married, they were together for 10 years in a happy
relationship. During that time, they never lived together in the same house. When I asked about
her living arrangements, she said,
We are friends. I go to your house, you come to my house—like that. But moving
in with somebody, no, I would rather have my own [place]. God bless the child
that has their own. That was the way I was raised.
The value of their freedom and desire to be in a committed relationship was a parallel
finding in emerging studies on late-life sexuality in terms of new forms of family structure, such
as “ living apart together” (Karlsson & Borell, 2002; Upton-Davis, 2012). Calasanti and Kiecolt
(2007) describe this modern familial form as the provision of new opportunities for older women
to experience their sexuality while maintaining their independence and freedom.
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To maintain their independence and freedom, the women stated that they preferred
companionship over marriage. They perceived companionship to constitute a broad concept that
included friendship with a man, having a man with whom they could relate, going out on dates,
and enjoying mutual activities with their partners. Marie explained,
I said I could love a companion, someone I could go out with, have sex with
[laughter], go on a cruise with, travel with, and do different adventures with. But I
would not want him to live with me, and I wouldn’t want to live with him.
Vicky added to this by saying,
I don’t really think on those terms—sexual concern. Tell you the truth, mostly
what I think about in having a man or a friend is strictly companionship; you can’t
find that anymore. I’m not really interested in that…maybe I could get there, but
right now, I am not interested in that aspect.
Thus, the women sought less conventional ways of being in a relationship with men
without the commitment of long-term marriage as most of them felt that this would erode the
freedom and independence to which they had become accustomed, primarily because they had
not dated for a long time.
Summary
Illustrative of truth telling overall, the women gave accounts of various aspects of their
sexual lives. They described their struggles with loneliness and the various ways in which they
coped with it. In this chapter, I demonstrated how most of the women who were not in
relationships were optimistic that they would ultimately connect with someone again and how
they hoped that feelings of loneliness would disappear when they found someone they liked.
Optimism in relation to overcoming feelings of loneliness was common to the women who were
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not currently dating. They longed for an emotional connection and were very open to dating
again as they grew older. Sharon, the most optimistic of the single women, enthused, “It’s going
to happen because there is somebody for everyone in the world. [Right now] it’s not my time.”
Similarly, when I asked Becky if she was looking to enter a relationship, she exemplified truth
telling when she said, “I have not forgotten how to ride a bicycle. If somebody should approach
me, I would check him out.” While many of the women in this study indicated a desire to
maintain their freedom and independence, they sought less conventional ways of being in a
relationship that is, not having to live with men. The women’s truth telling revealed concerns
that could constitute potential barriers to attaining intimacy.
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CHAPTER V: MOMENTS OF AMAZEMENT
In the previous chapter, I discussed the relationship status of the women and their history.
In this chapter, I cover a theme that emerged during the truth-telling process, specifically their
experience of sexuality, how they understood their sexuality, and how this understanding
impacted their sexual experiences.
Sexuality is generally considered to be a private and sensitive matter (White & Laganá,
2013). This belief is particularly applicable to older Black women as they are thought to be the
least likely to disclose information about their sexual life to researchers, friends, and families
(Rosenthal & Lobel, 2016). There are many reasons for this reluctance, including a traumatic
history, along with negative social pressures, such as the institution of slavery.
Besides these factors, it is important to understand the lives of widowed and single older
Black women as sexual beings, as well as their experiences, perceptions, and what their sexuality
means to them. In this section, I described their lived sexual experiences. Kaas (1981) proposes
that geriatric sexuality breakdown syndrome elucidates why older adults are predisposed to
diminished sexual activity and non-sexual self-identification because they accept and internalize
contemporary attitudes toward sexuality. Since the mainstream culture assumes negative
attitudes towards sexuality in old age, older persons tend to harbor similar attitudes as they
advance in age. Consistent with this, this study found that many of the women assumed that
sexuality was not characteristic of old age, and they believed that it was atypical for older
persons to have sexual feelings.
Illustrative of truth telling, this was not their experience as they aged. Contrary to cues
from society, friends, and their own internalized assumptions, they had encounters that
challenged their internalized sexual identification. The women in the current study shared similar
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experiences but subsequently did not discuss their sexual experiences with anyone else, even
though their reality contradicted the internalized societal expectation that older women are
asexual.
In the following sections, truth telling was exemplified in the women’s dichotomy
between their self- assumption that they were nonsexual and their reality as sexual beings.
Navigating Sexuality in Old Age: Moments of Amazement
Truth telling was evident in the women’s accounts of their struggles with menopause and
navigation of their sexuality. Most of the study participants were surprised that their sexual needs
and desires did not diminish as they advanced from middle age into old age and that they still
had sexual urges. Vicky spoke about a recent experience that she described as very overpowering
and surprising. She recounted an experience that I term a “moment of amazement:”
But I am amazed because I didn’t think at this age I [would have] those sexual
feelings, but they are there and alive. But to me, it is very surprising because I
thought [that] once a woman gets [to] like around 60, they [pause]…that was
done. I didn’t know. And the ones that said they did, I figured that they were lying
because I had never had an open discussion. I never thought women at this age
would have these feelings.
Sharon had similar feelings. I recruited Sharon at a Mama Gena’s School of Womanly
Arts event in New York. Sharon said she felt liberated after attending the weekend program
where she was taught to love and accept herself as “beautiful, fierce, and intelligent” and to
maintain a state of mindfulness. Clearly, attending the course at Mama Gena’s School of
Womanly Arts was a transformative experience for her. She explained how previously she would
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not touch or look at her genitals because she thought they were “going to dry up,” and she
thought that she would never have sexual urges again. She confessed,
Before … Mama Gena’s pussy class, I did not even look at my pussy, ok? I did
not touch it or wash it or keep it moving or look at it. But now I treat her nice[ly].
I soak her in a nice tub, I have my candle and aromatherapy, I get my little toys. I
really don’t have any concerns like I used to. I thought I was going to dry up and
never get it on again, but Mama Gene helped [laugh] [pause] me to get more
sensual with myself. Ok, that is what it helps me to do. So, I really don’t have
any sexual concerns. I just know that one day if I meet somebody and have sex
with him, I hope I don’t kill [laugh], I hope I don’t kill him. Hmm [pause], that is
going to be something.
Sharon had learned something about her sexuality that reshaped and redefined it for her as an
older woman. Further, she redefined herself as an older, sexually active woman because
attending the class empowered and liberated her. Like Vicky, Sharon noted that her
physiological response did not match the societal expectation that older women should
be nonsexual.
The pervasive misbelief that asexuality in old age is inevitable was evident in Sharon’s
story as she talked about her life before and after taking the course at Mama Gena’s School of
Womanly Arts. Prior to attending the course, Sharon had given up on her sexuality and had
thought that that chapter of her life was over. However, her sexuality was rekindled, and she
begun looking forward to meaningful sexual involvement with men. In this context, she
negotiated and redefined her sexual needs contrary to stereotypes about the sexuality of older
women.
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Similar to Sharon and Vicky, Tamika acknowledged that she had sexual feelings in her
old age and welcomed the realization that her sexual urges had not diminished with age.
She wanted to keep having sexual urges: “I still have urges; I still feel sexual. In order not to lose
it, I must be sexually active.” Staying sexually active was important to Tamika,
and satisfying her sexual urges was a precursor to the healthy enjoyment of sex.
Coping with Sexual Urges and Moments of Temptation
As described previously, many of the women still experienced sexual urges post
menopause. The women differed in how they coped with them. Some satisfied their sexual urges
with partners. This was the case for Emmanuella:
… I am still sexually active, not as rigorously as younger females…my age, but I
enjoy it. I enjoy the intimacy. I am…a “touchy-feely” female; I love to touch. I
love to touch the man. I love the feeling it gives me, and I love the intimacy that
we have.
Others coped by practicing restraint when experiencing sexual desires. Participants who equated
sexual urges with temptation tended to be religious. Rose, a 60-year-old widow of 12 years, lived
alone in suburban New York and attended church. During the interview, she described how she
coped with sexual urges:
You understand. It isn’t like something [pause]…I don’t have a husband right
now, and I do believe in God, what He says about sex and all this stuff. And I am
not married now, so I try to keep that in mind when I am…tempted [laughter].
When I asked her how she handled herself when faced with “temptation,” Rose replied, “I take a
hot–cold shower. Do other things. Go running. Do some exercise. Do something else or
whatever.”
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Although most of the women used similar physical coping mechanisms to
those described by Rose, others would or could not contain themselves. They described their
urges as being so strong that they had to use other methods to satisfy their sexual needs. Some
used sex toys (i.e., Sharon and Marie), and others coped by masturbating (i.e., Vicky, Sharon,
and Mary). Although masturbation was a practical means of meeting their sexual needs, the few
women who did masturbate reported feeling shame, guilt, and stigma:
Interviewer: So, as a 71-year-old woman, do you still have sexual feelings?
Vicky: Of course, of course.
Interviewer: So, what do you do to address those feelings?
Vicky: Sometimes I masturbate, to be honest with you. Sometimes, I feel like that
[it] is wrong to do [that]; I feel like it is kind of sinful, so I refrain, but sometimes,
the urge comes on so bad, I just go for it, like that.
Interviewer: Why?
Vicky: I never thought a woman [of] this age would have…women do not discuss
this at all…you don’t discuss it with them because you are afraid you are going to
be judged, so those conversations never come about.
While Vicky viewed masturbation as a necessary but sinful act, Mary justified the use of
masturbation, while also acknowledging similar feelings of shame:
Yes, of course, it is good to know yourself and experience it within yourself, but
also to know you[rself] [so that] when [you] do need someone, you are comfortable
enough to share that with [them] and say, “Yeah, this is what pleases me; this is
what makes me happy,” and that kind of thing. But there was always a kind of
shame to that when we were growing up.

60

Shame and the fear of being judged were evident in the women’s voices when they talked
about masturbation. Their reactions to masturbation and their conservative views about sex could
be attributed to the social milieu in which they had developed sexually. For some,
masturbation was permissible as women’s sexuality had been repressed by family and perceived
social expectations. The women openly talked about the silence surrounding sexuality when they
were growing up. They recalled that sexuality, or any aspect of it, was a topic that was not
spoken about publicly or within the family. Sometimes, when the women
asked about sex because they wanted to know more, they were rebuked.
The participants recalled that while growing up, sex was a taboo topic. In describing her
own experience, Abigail, a 70-year-old widow, stated that “if girls attempted to talk or ask about
it, they risked being stigmatized or labeled as ‘dirty girl[s].’” She explained that talking about
sex was done “behind closed doors” (that is, in secret) and that any attempt to talk openly about
sex was met with disapproval. Many participants shared how they feared that they would be
judged for wanting to talk about sex. Abigail recalled that most discussions about sex
and sexuality were “hush hush” and that “nobody educated you.” Marie had a similar experience.
She said that she was stigmatized for being sexually expressive: “If you talked about it [sex] and
the wrong person heard you, you became a ‘slut,’ even if you did not do anything…you became
the dirty girl.”

Bringing Back Memories
While the participants were aware of the negative representation of and historical and
social controls placed on Black bodies, some of them (i.e., Abigail and Mary) rejected these
controls by positioning themselves as women for whom sexual pleasure was important. For
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example, Abigail described the social controls that she fought as she struggled to know herself,
which included the expectation that it was the duty of young women to breed:
Basically, that was how it was when I was coming up…A lot of girls had babies by the
time they were 17. It [is] still [the case]…To see [a] 14-year-old [girl] pregnant…It’s too
readily accepted. Black women, we were expected to start breeding for no apparent
reason. We had no choice…That was what was basically shown to us; that was our
worth.
However, she explained that things had started to change, which meant that her generation had
the opportunity to do things that her parents’ generation didn’t:
We had the opportunity to not have [an] unwanted pregnancy if we did not want one.
They started with birth control and stuff like that. We had access to it. The only thing is
you had to get your parents’ written consent. And then your parents get to figure out,
“Oh, you are sexually active!”
Abigail said that she was no longer affected by such restrictions: “With age, I’ve grown. I don’t
let those things control me. I want to enjoy myself sexually, and no one [is] stopping me.”
Similarly, Mary shared with me the impact of negative representations on her as an
emerging sexual being:
you are bringing back some memories now...When I worked with an aunt
of mine cleaning, the White men felt that they had the right to put their
hand on me. That had happened to me several times, and then the wife
wanted to know what happened: “Why did she ran off like that?” and blah,
blah, blah. I told my aunt, my godmother: “You tell her that her husband,
Mr. Insurance Man in the town, a big wheel, whatever, felt like he could
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touch me because I was a Black woman and I am a worker. I’m there
cleaning his house and he feels like he can put his hand on me…. just the
idea that you are a Black female and you are working, uh, as a laborer for
me or whatever, I can choose. I can put my hand on you. Urgh, that
definitely…ooh, Lord! (laughter).
Mary provided further evidence of the extent to which her Black body was negatively
represented and of the sexual abuse and humiliation that she had endured at the hands of
her White employer.
…I can only speak about what happened to me, but look at our sisters who had to
go through the same thing… in this nation and other nations…Look at those who
were brought to this nation from the Motherland and were sold in these big homes
and plantations…and were raped repeatedly by the so-called owners, and the
wives stood by, and they knew what happened! And would they speak up, many
of them? No, because that would jeopardize their position. They had money; they
had a home; they had servants…their husband was going off in the middle of the
night and doing whatever he wanted to do and having sex at his leisure—if you
will—leisure and pleasure, without any regard for the sacredness and regard for
that woman, that Black woman.
Even though Mary felt those experiences had adversely impacted her present perception of
herself as a sexual being, she chose to repress negative thoughts and instead work on selfdevelopment: “I am becoming grown and coming into my …self-awareness and self-health—
spiritually, mentally, physical, and emotionally. I know that it is…coming; it is growing.”
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In summary, negotiation and ambivalence were evident in the women’s descriptions of the
constraints that affected their quest to pursue sexual relationships.
Being Sensual
For the women in this study, sensuality and sexuality were distinct from one another.
When exploring the difference between sensuality and sexuality, the women separated sexual
pleasure from sexual activity. Sexual activity produced children. However, having children was
not an indication that one had experienced sexual pleasure. Sharon stated, “I mean, I have three
kids, but to say you have three kids [does not] mean you enjoy sex.” However, discovering their
sensuality afforded them an opportunity to explore sexual pleasure and be in control of their
bodies. Sharon described how she attained sexual pleasure: “Telling him what I like, where I
want him to go, and how I want him to do [something]—it is going to be no problem instead of
lying there or saying, ‘Oh baby, oh baby,’ and it’s over, which [is what] a lot of us Black woman
do.” In prior sexual experiences, some of the women were unable to communicate their sexual
desires to their partners, which caused them to neglect their own sexual needs. Prior sexual
experiences entailed covering up their feelings. Instead of expressing their needs and/or
desires, Sharon declared “they would moan and groan like the sex is so great” whereas in most
cases, they often just wanted the sexual activity to end.
The participants described sensuality as a process of growth. Conversely, they talked
about how sexuality equated to giving in to their partners. To obtain greater clarification, I asked
the women to describe what sexuality meant to them. The women’s definitions varied. Some
defined it as a natural coital experience with men. For example, Becky said that sexuality “means
sexual intercourse. It’s clean, not dirty. It’s clean; it’s normal.” Lumba described sexuality or
romantic relationships—used interchangeably by the women in this study—as signifying an
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emotional connection that might or might not involve genital activity. In response to the question
“What does sexuality mean to you?”, Lumba replied:
I am going to answer this way. For me, to feel good, hugs would do for me;
kissing would do for me; care, affection would do for me. And how about sexual?
That would have to be a reaction that comes, not something that I am going to
think about or force…to happen. For me, affection…can be display[ed] just by
hugs, holding hands, you know, making sure I am comfortable, that I am warm
enough or cool enough or whatever.
Sharon described how, with age, she learned a lot about sensuality and sexuality and how they
were different to her. Regarding sexuality, Sharon said, “You know, I used to think ‘I just want
to be a sexual freak; I want to be sexy…I just want people to look at me [and find me] sexy.’”
Sharon’s journey of sensuality began with self-discovery and learning how to please herself: “I
want to know how to love myself; I want to know how to make myself feel good sexually; I want
to know how to make myself sensual.” She described sensuality as important to attaining sexual
fulfillment. Sharon explained that prior to gaining this understanding, her relationships were
characterized by giving in to men sexually, without receiving sexual pleasure in return.
Her story aligned with the experiences of other women in this study. Marie ascribed the
failure of her marriage to adherence to perceived societal roles at the expense of personal
pleasure:
I mean, you know, growing up in the sixties, there were certain roles that women
were supposed to follow, and certain roles men thought that was what you do
when you got married. I didn’t realize what…you know, what marriage was
about. So that is why we broke up.
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Agnes narrated a similar experience:
I didn’t know what a healthy sex life was when I first got married. Even when I
started having sex, I really did not enjoy sex per se. I did not enjoy it because it
was something like a quick thing that you had to do with your boyfriend, and you
quickly dressed…and [went].
The women stated they did not speak about their desire for sexual pleasure until later on
in their lives. Most emphasized that they did not experience sensual pleasure in their early years
because they had been conditioned to believe that the purpose of sex was either to pleasure their
partners or procreate. With the latter, the expectation was that it was necessary to procreate and
not derive any personal pleasure from sex. This was well articulated by Abigail when she
described her sexual experiences: “Black women were actually expected to start breeding for no
apparent reason; we had no choice.” In fulfilling the expectation to “breed,” an exploration of
their own sexual desires remained unfulfilled. Most of them were conditioned not to express
their sexual feelings at all.
Summary
In this chapter, I discussed how the participants in this study discovered and created
images of themselves as sexual beings. I recounted their experience of “moments of
amazement,” which served as a reminder that their sexual feelings had not diminished with age
as they had erroneously assumed. They were not able to find any organizational support or
acknowledgment in this regard or identify other older women with whom they could share their
experiences. The women fought against an exhausting combination of internal and
external forces (i.e., suppression and repression). Their accounts of their expectations of sexual
relationships indicated that they had reached a point where they felt comfortable
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expressing their feelings, and, most importantly, their sexual desires. This finding
may indeed be reflective of the aging process as other studies found that women become more
self-confident with age, and they cease to worry about aspects of their lives over which they have
no control (Hite, 2000; Hinchliff, & Gott,2008).
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CHAPTER VI: DATING EXPERIENCES
In this chapter, I discuss the participants’ dating experiences and the impact of these on
their sexual experiences as older, single and widowed Black women. Truth telling was evident in
the ways in which they sought relationships and how these impacted their overall dating
experiences. Outside of family and friends, the participants longed for emotional connections and
were very open to dating again as they grew older. In the previous chapters, I described how
most of the women who were not in relationships were optimistic that they would connect with
someone again and how they hoped that their feelings of loneliness would disappear.
Optimism with respect to overcoming loneliness was common to the women who were
not currently dating (Brown & Shinohara, 2013; Carr, 2004). Studies on dating in later life have
suggested the role of social ties in the dating experience (Bulcroft & O’Connor, 1986; Cooney &
Dunne, 2001; Watson & Stelle, 2011).). Although older Black women have higher levels of
social connectedness than other groups (Connidis & Barnett, 2018), they are more likely to date
because they seek alternative relationships that family and friends cannot provide (Watson &
Stelle, 2011).
Relationship Seeking
As sexual beings, these older, single and widowed Black women sought relationships
through different ways. They preferred face-to-face connections, and did not engaged in online
dating, considered to be a contemporary approach to dating. They missed old-fashioned dating,
where they were paired up by families and peers or when they met strangers in public places. For
example, Rose met her deceased husband in the military, and Agnes married her spouse, whom
she met through familial connections. At the time of the interviews, they seemed to have no one
to pair them up for potential dates. Some of them had even started to consider online dating,
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especially at the suggestion of their family and friends. However, it was not a preferred dating
medium for these women; they found it to be overwhelming and were distrustful of it.
Agnes, a 60-year-old mother of four, migrated to the U.S. from Nigeria at the age of 20.
She married at 21 and has been a widow for the last 15 years. She reported that she did not use
online dating sites because she did not trust that the men were truthful about their profiles. Her
adult children encouraged her to try online dating, but she had refused. She said, “My
kids…were pushing: ‘You must go out and find somebody’, ‘Go out; use the website.’ And I
laugh. People can go on the website and lie; it won’t work for me, so forget that.” For Marie, the
issue was that she needed to feel comfortable. She offered, “Someone has suggested that we go
online, but for some reason I don’t feel quite comfortable with that.” Rose explained,
I am kind of leery about online dating. You can never tell what you are getting.
You don’t know those folks; you don’t know where they come from. I am not
saying that they are bad people…I just …I wouldn’t put my name on there.
Other women had similar reactions to online dating. Specifically, they expressed a shared sense
of risk inherent in connecting with strangers who might have questionable backgrounds.
Rather than seeking partners online, the women preferred to meet potential suitors in the
traditional, face-to-face way. They did not want to connect with total strangers. They were more
comfortable connecting with men they had met before or who were part of their network of
friends. Agnes had just begun dating a widower who she met 10 years ago while he was still
married. They reconnected six months ago and started talking. Becky had a similar experience.
Becky was born in Jamaica but moved to the U.S. in her twenties. Her husband died 23 years
ago. She reported that she did not have an intimate relationship currently but indicated that she
had a male friend with whom she was very close. She shared, “I have a friend back home, and
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when I got here, we met, and I told everybody that he is my countryman. He is my best friend,
and he is my church brother, and we can talk about anything.”
Vicky, a 71-year-old widow, who was born and raised in the South, believed that
relationships that emerged from the reawakening of feelings were prone to last longer than those
that resulted from dating a total stranger who may have an incompatible lifestyle to her own.
Vicky was married at 17 and has three children. She was a widow for 20 years when I met her,
having lost her husband to prostate cancer. Before she was widowed, she had separated from her
husband for 10 years. She wanted to pursue a new relationship. However, she recently
experienced a failed relationship with a widower whom she met at a bus stop. Although there
was an initial attraction, the relationship failed because of unmet expectations. She did not like
the way he dressed or his laid-back attitude. She recalled:
And it is just a matter of the way you treat me. You come to see me with…dirty
shoes and a coat with bleach spots on it…oh no…and a sock cap pulled down on
your head. Are you kidding me? (Laughter) No.
Vicky reasoned that if they had met when she was younger, the man would have known her
tastes and lived up to her expectations.
Some of the women sought new relationships, and, in unique ways, created opportunities
for social engagement. However, a unique facet to the women’s focus on new relationships was
their reservation about initiating dating. After creating opportunities, the women indicated that
they took the traditional, receptive/passive approach and expected the men to approach them. No
one directly approached the men they wanted to date. Sharon clarified this:
If I see a guy on the train, I wink at him, and I say, “Hi.” Other than that, I don’t
personally go out and pursue a relationship. Ok, maybe I can be better [than] that,
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I don’t know. But [like] I said, when it happens, it happens…I don’t really go out
there and grab the first guy on the street, the first guy that says, “Oh, baby, you
look nice.”
Another traditional approach to finding a partner was disclosed by Marie, who said: “I go
dancing on a Thursday night; I go dancing at two clubs down in Harlem. Other than that,… there
is nothing that I do. Although the women expected the men to make the first advance, many of
them did not seem to know how to encourage this.
Age of Potential Dates
As older, widowed and single Black women, they liked receiving compliments from men
about their appearance. However, they found it problematic that most of these compliments came
from younger rather than older men; the latter tended to stare at them and say nothing.
Nevertheless, they preferred dating men who were their age or older.
Readiness to commit to a relationship was demonstrated to be the most compelling
reason to date an older man. Tamika, aged 68 years and single, was very passionate about the
subject of sexuality. She considered herself to be strong and sexually attractive, saying, “I figure
the older ones are quicker to settle down than the younger ones.” Emmanuella expressed similar
thoughts. She preferred dating older men because they were more likely to commit to a
relationship:
I don’t particularly like younger men approaching me, and I don’t see myself with
a younger man. A younger man may be good for the sex; they stay more aroused.
I don’t think me and a younger man would have much in common. They are more
active; they have more activities. They talk to more women. I would feel left out.
I’m happy with the gentleman I’m with. I’m happy. This cake is good.
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Some of the women indicated that they preferred older men because they perceived younger men
to be immature. Rose agreed:
I think younger Black men are not mature enough. And I never want to go out with
a younger person except if they are very mature, and it’s very hard to find them out
there ’cause a lot of them lie too much…a lot of them lie so much.
Despite their preference for dating older men, the women who were interested in dating
were often approached by younger men. Vicky said, “The only thing that has changed is that a
lot of younger men approach me.” The women appreciated the stares of younger men but tended
not to take them seriously. Most of the time, they thought they were only looking for a carefree
interaction with them. Sharon commented, “You get these guys…when I do attract [men], I am
mostly attracting young guys, and young guys just want to play games.” Rose had a similar
experience. She offered, “I am not looking for any sweet daddy because you got these young
guys out there… [they] approach me…trying to see what they can get.” Sharon echoed,
“I…mostly attract…young guys, and young guys just want to play games.”
While Rose, Vicky, and Sharon found younger men attractive, none of them wanted to
date younger men. Each of them was seeking an emotional connection and not just a fleeting
relationship, which she assumed would be the case if she dated a younger man. They thought that
younger men were not serious about developing relationships with them and were possibly
primarily motivated by the opportunity for sexual relations with them or their money. Vicky
articulated her views about dating younger men:
…I just laugh and joke with them…you know that I know their game. I just come
out and joke with them, and they come out and joke with me. They say, “Come on,
I can take you to Jamaica, and you can be my sugar momma.” (Laughter). But I can
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laugh at it, because I now see through their game; they know that I see through it,
and it becomes a laughing matter.
Although Tamika liked to date younger men because of their energy levels, she was concerned
that such a relationship would become problematic if the man expected financial support. The
women also cited other reasons for not dating younger men. Some felt that younger men were
more concerned with having sex than being in a committed relationship.
Vicky would not date younger men for physical reasons. She described how she would
feel self-conscious:
I would be embarrassed. Even going up and down in the subway, I am looking for
an elevator because my knees hurt me so bad[ly]. A younger man definitely is not
looking for an invalid lady, you know what I mean. She looked good walking up
and down the street, but da, da, da, that is a deterrent. That is a deterrent there.
The women also had concerns about the physical and sexual capabilities of older men.
Sharon admitted,
I would love to date an older man… [but] he can’t be so old that he does not want
to do nothing. I think there are 70- or 80-year-old men [who] are full of life. I need
to find an older man [who] is full of life.
The women pointed out that they received more compliments from older White men than from
older Black men; the latter seemed to lack an interest in them. Vicky declared,
Older men my age will look at you up and down like they are afraid to say
anything. I go to a big church, and a lot of people go there, and when I am coming
out of church, there is a line around the block…there is a lot of White men in line,
and they smile, and they tip their hats, and they will say, “You look so nice.” But
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the older Black men won’t say that; they are afraid. Yeah, I just find [older White
men] more open. They aren’t saying it in a flirtatious way because a lot of them
have their wives with them, and the wives will agree with them: “Yes, you do;
that does look nice.” But mostly, older Black men are not like that. It’s amazing.
Not only did Vicky find this extraordinary, it also really bothered her. She said, “Yeah,
and that bugs me, especially as I come out of the church. Bugs me…not bugs me; it flips me
out.”

Materialism
Fear of meeting a man who was primarily motivated to date them for monetary gain was
another major dating concern of the women. They did not want to date someone who would be
financially dependent on them. Therefore, they sought partners who would either add to their
wealth or were on their level financially. They were resistant to the idea of relinquishing their
financial independence to a partner or having to be a financial caregiver.
Unlike younger women who are starting out in their careers, these older single or
widowed women were nearing the end of their careers or had finished with them, along with the
ability to earn. Therefore, they had acquired a certain level of economic stability, either
independently or from a deceased spouse. Therefore, material preservation was a priority. Being
financially stable was a dating criterion for Rose when considering a new relationship:
If you don’t have anything by the time you are 60, what have you been doing with
your life? You understand what I am saying. Why should I even consider you?
You ain’t got nothing to bring to the table. I’m not saying I would marry for
money, but money is nice. You understand what I am saying? I want someone
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who has equal to what I’ve got or [has] more. I am not going for somebody [who]
has less or [doesn’t] have anything at all.
Not sharing her resources with her partner and material preservation were also a concern of 68year-old Tamika. Tamika rationalized that younger men were more financially dependent on
others, compared to older men. She argued,
I might not have a problem with it, but I might—if I am the older woman, they are
going to want me to take care of them, and I am not going to take care of no
motherfucker. Oh, am I supposed to say that? I am not taking care of nobody. I
don’t want to be no sugar mommy. Is that what they call us? No, they call us
cougars. I don’t want to be a cougar. No, the men, they are gold diggers.
Lumba, illustrated truth telling by declaring,
Let me put it this way, I don’t want to have to be the one that somebody depends
on. That might sound selfish, but I don’t want to be a caregiver (mostly in terms
of finances). But men in my age group, they all have something (wealth) So, I will
date older men instead.
Based on these statements, it was obvious that the women thought that younger men were
chiefly interested in them for monetary reasons. They did not believe that someone of their age
would be as materially disadvantaged as someone younger. Indeed, protecting their material
assets was so important to the women that they assessed the financial stability of potential
partners. Rose stated:
Because, uh, some of the men I was dealing with—I didn’t go into a relationship
with my eyes closed. You know what I mean? I don’t like to pretend. I like to be
up front and say I am not looking for someone who don’t have anything.
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Women such as Rose, Tamika, and Lumba deemed materialism a decisive factor in their
dating decisions. For them, materialism meant financial stability. They would bring a lifetime of
assets (often acquired with previous partners) into any new relationship. They expected their new
partners to do the same. I observed that the women who were most economically stable were
concerned about this; however, materialism was not representative of the concerns of the women
with the fewer economic resources. For example, Emmanuella depended on her man for material
support and, to some extent, it defined her relationship:
As of this day, he is in my life. He has provided for me financially, and would make sure
that I had what I needed, you know? He would take me food shopping. I never really had
him financially pay my bills for me; uh, sometimes he would give me a few dollars to put
in my pocket. He says, “Don’t pay bills with it; it is for you.” And he took me clothing
shopping and made sure that anything I got he liked. He never says, “I don’t like that.” If
I wanted it and liked it, he was pleased to make me happy.
Unlike Emmanuella, Agnes was financially independent, and the financial status of the potential
date was less concerning to her. Agnes said, “I have to be in a relationship. I do not care how
rich, handsome you are, I have to have to trust, I am not made like that. I have to feel something
for you.”
Agnes was less concerned about her partners economic status; rather, she was looking for
compatibility and a man she could trust
Sharon and Kate took the middle ground as they were simply content with the men in
their lives taking care of themselves regardless of the men’s contributions. Kate said, “I don't
depend on nobody. [That’s] why you have yours and I have mine, that is the way I am.”
Similarly, Sharon’s economic independence was evident: “Ok, ‘cos to protect my finances and
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for them protecting their finances, [it’s] a concern that the relationship that I do get into will have
an open and honest relationship that we can talk about these things.”
A few studies on older adults have suggested that economic resources and assets affect
dating (Brown & Shinohara, 2013; Bulcroft & O’Connor, 1986). Although the dating status of
the women in the current study may have been polarized by their economic status, they felt the
need to protect their assets from potential partners.
The Unavailability of Black Men
According to a recent U.S. Census (2019), most older adults aged 65 years and older are
unmarried, and women are more likely to be single than men. Gender disparity exists because
women tend to live longer and stay healthier. As they age, their pool of potential dateable men
shrinks since life expectancy is lowest for Black men (71.8 years) compared to Black women
(78.0 years) (Kochanek et al., 2013).
In their truth telling, the women shared how they were unable to find available men to
date. Although they had standards and dating preferences, they expressed dismay and
disappointment at not being able to find single men to date. Tamika, 68, described herself as a
strong, successful, and accomplished older Black woman. She explained,
I know I am a very strong woman; my energy is strong. I know you’ve heard that
before—what I am experiencing. And, unfortunately, you go out on a date with
the ones that are basically not available. Does that make sense?
Tamika could not find a single older man to date and settled on a relationship with a man
who was already in relationship with another woman where she was not the man’s primary
partner. Tamika disclosed that she was dating a longtime boyfriend as his secondary partner. She
reported she had no choice but to discreetly share a man with another woman because there were
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no dateable single men: “… the person that I am having a decent relationship with now, I am not
in love with that person.” When asked to explain further, she said, “Because that person is not
available. They have somebody; he’s already in a relationship, and he is just using me as his side
chick. Although I don’t like it, I have no choice.”
Tamika was not the only one who could not find men to date. Marie, who had not dated
for a long time explained, “I …would love to have company right now, but I haven’t been asked
out.” Marie described her dating experience in the context of a lack of available Black men to
date. As discussed previously, even though the women desired a relationship, they succumbed to
the convention of expecting men to ask them out rather than being the ones to approach men.
Mary described the lack of available Black men and its impact on her as an older Black
woman, a view that she thought was shared by women her age:
There are not enough men, period. Especially in the Black community. You know
how many men are in jail? Oh yeah, how many fathers are in jail? How many
husbands are in jail? It impacts the Black community a whole lot.
Mary was not the only woman in the study to refer to incarcerated older Black men and the
negative impact of this on her as an older single Black woman seeking companionship. Sharon
maintained a similar stance:
Yes, it’s impacting [on the] availability of…decent men. And then again, like I
said, I think the biggest problem is most of them are in jail; some good Black men
are in jail. You know, I am sure some of them are good. A lot of them might have
been railroaded or whatever; it’s just bad for Black women.
Elsewhere in the literature it has been reported that the high rate of incarceration of Black
men has created a gender ratio imbalance in Black communities (Beckwith et al., 2017). This
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imbalance has directly negatively affected the number of available dateable, older Black men.
Studies on sexuality and dating among older people have often associated the scarcity of
available older men to death and chronic health conditions (Cook-Garard 2015; Laudau, 2008). I
found something different in my study: The women did not perceive that the lack of available
older Black men was owing to disease or death. Rather, they attributed it to the mass
incarceration of Black men.
Family Approval
A unique common characteristic of the women in this study was their attachment to and
relationships with their families. The immediate families of older Black women were a part of a
larger family network (King & Wynne, 2004) in which there was a great deal of enmeshment
(Haley, 1976). Ongoing research indicates that older persons and their adult children maintain
lifelong relationships that function as important support systems for them in their old age
(Rosenthal & Lobel, 2016). Although most of the women were independently minded regarding
their dating choices, their families’ approval was important to them, and it determined whether
they would date. Consequently, most of the women anticipated their family’s support and sought
their approval before entering a serious relationship.
As a result, they sought encouragements from their families. The women reported that
prompts from family members were an indication that they would receive support for their desire
to find someone to date. Mary, 74 and single, disclosed how she responded to her 11-year-old
grandson who inquired about her relationship:
So, a few months ago, my grandson said to me, “Nana, when are you going to get
a boyfriend?” I said, “Well, when I can…it will happen when it is supposed to
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happen.” Then he kept on asking me. I said, “Why do you keep asking me about
that? What’s the big deal?” [He said:] “Because I think you will be happier.”
Rose’s experience was similar to Mary’s. She revealed that her only son asked her, “Mom, what
are you doing now? Are you seeing someone?” The women welcomed their family members’
inquiries about their relationship status, which was an indicator that they had their families’
support should they meet a potential partner.
In contrast to most women in the sample, Paula and Kate did not want their families to
ask them about their relationship status. Paula made it clear to her family that she had closed that
chapter of her life and did not expect her children to keep on probing her about her sex life. She
explained, “I told my son a long time ago that I am done, and he has not been bothering me about
men in my life. My daughters, though, sometimes joke about it, but I simply ignore them.”
Similarly, Kate reported that her daughter does not ask because, “[She knows] I am no longer
looking for a man. I am happy with my life.”
The women had mixed feelings about their family’s opinions regarding their dating
choices. Some feared that their children might drive away potential suitors with their overzealous
concern for their mothers’ safety. This was the case with Alice, who feared that her sons might
repel potential suitors in their efforts to protect her. She explained,
You know what my sons will do? They will watch him. Whoever he is, they will
watch. They won’t say anything to him, but they will watch to find out where he
is coming from. That’s how they are. Well, in a way, I feel bad, and I feel good
because they are looking out for me. They want to make sure they are protecting
mom. In a way, I feel bad because he could be the right person, and they might
drive him away [laugh].
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As a mother, Alice understood that her children’s motives were to protect her. At the
same time, however, she was concerned that interference from her children would be a barrier to
actualizing her desire to date. Although she knew that her children would be supportive if she
dated, she was concerned about meeting their specific request: “They told me they want me to
get somebody, but [to] make sure [I] get the right person”
Although they sought familial approval, some of the women felt that their family
members were not genuinely interested in them being in a relationship. Some perceived or
experienced opposition to their decision to date in their old age. For example, Sharon had an
imagined fear that her daughter might not be supportive of her relationship with a man. As a
result, she often joked with the daughter to gauge her reaction. She said, “I think if I was in a
relationship, I would…[pause]…the only one that I am really worried about is my daughter.”
When asked why, she explained,
Because she just—sometimes I play and joke with her that I am going to my
boyfriend’s house, that I have a boyfriend, but it’s like, she said, “No, Ma, no.
You don’t need nobody. No, no. You are good by yourself.” But sometimes I
don’t know if she is serious or playing. But I think that she has not seen me with
anybody for so long. But I think my sons will be happy if I did… but I beg to
differ with my daughter.
While Sharon imagined that her daughter might oppose her decision to date, Agnes had
encountered familial opposition. She described how her family opposed her decision to date.
Initially, her family encouraged and supported her decision to pursue a new relationship. She
said, “My kids were pushing: ‘You have to go out and find somebody.’” Thinking that she had
her family’s support, she brought home a partner once, only to realize that her children had not
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been completely sincere. They were not welcoming to her partner. She recalls, “But once I
started having [a] relationship, the story changed. As soon as they saw [him], they started
complaining that I don’t give them attention anymore that I don’t cook for them anymore, that I
have divided attention.”
This confused Agnes because she was forced to choose between pursuing her newfound
love and meeting the (unexpressed) expectations of her family: “They tell you they want you to
have somebody, but when they see someone with you, it’s a different story.” Regrettably, Agnes
did not pursue that relationship, but vowed that she would not allow her children to disrupt the
burgeoning relationship with her current partner.
Despite facing perceived and actual opposition, the women valued the views of their
families about their dating interests. They negotiated acceptance by discussing their dating plans
with their adult children. This indicated that they were cautious about presenting their partners to
their families because they were concerned about potential opposition. Yun, Kim, and Chung
(2014) had similar findings. They used descriptive phenomenology to explore the sexualityrelated experiences of older widows in Korea. The widows were reportedly concerned about how
their children would perceive their partners and whether their children would approve of them
(Yun et al., 2014). Likewise, the women I interviewed expressed the intention to inform their
children of any possible relationship when they felt the time was right, and they expected their
children to respect their choices. Rose explained her position in this regard:
I would like his approval, but not necessarily. It depends on me, uh, cause [pause]
uh, I’m the one [who] is going to have to live with the man. And the same thing
about him—the young lady that he has—he is the one [who] is going to have to
deal with her. Same thing with me. I hope that he understands that I’m not going
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to just pick somebody who isn’t good or anything because I am not looking for
junk [laughter]. You know what I mean.
Based on their stories, the women clearly valued the opinions of their children and family
members. Yet, their narratives also demonstrate that they took responsibility for their choices
and made their own decisions. For example, Rose was prepared to stand by her chosen partner
even if her family did not approve. Women such as her were determined to maintain their
matriarchal authority and not allow their adult children to interfere in their dating choices.

Summary
In this chapter, I discussed the key themes that emerged from the truth telling of dating
experiences by older, widowed and single Black women. Firstly, dating provided an opportunity
for these women to have a physical and emotional connection with their dating partner (Watson
& Stelle, 2011). I also described how they sought relationships and how connecting with
potential partners could be difficult. The women talked about how dating while older was
different to doing so when they were younger. They considered online dating but were
apprehensive about it, preferring face-to-face contact or reconnecting with old acquaintances
(i.e., older men who themselves might be single and available).
In addition, the women in the current study preferred their partner to be financially
independent, as financial security was critical to their decision whether to date. These women
had different goals in life and different identities for themselves as older women, leading to the
attribution of different meanings to dating and different dating priorities, compared to earlier
points in their lives.
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Similar to other studies on dating by older women, these women reported that it was
difficult to find available men to date. In contrast to other studies, they did not ascribe the lack of
available older Black men to disease or death (Cook-Gerald 2015; Laudau, 2008) but rather to
the high rate of incarceration of Black men.
This chapter contains several unique findings on older, Black single and widowed
women. Firstly, the women preferred to date from their circle of acquaintances, neighbors, and
familiars, which has rarely been reported in prior literature. Secondly, even though most of the
women were approached by younger men, they preferred dating men who were their age or
older. Thirdly, unlike other studies that accredited the lack of available Black men for Black
women to date to death and chronic disease, the women in the current study ascribed the lack of
available older Black men to the high incarceration rate of these men. Lastly, the participants in
this study sought family approval of their dating decisions.
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CHAPTER VII: I LIVE IN A PARADOX
In this chapter, I use truth telling to explore the paradox of the participants’ sense of
themselves as sexual beings and their family members’ perceptions of them as asexual beings. I
also evaluate how societal expectations of older, single, and widowed Black women influenced
their dating and sexual experiences. These contrasting perceptions extended to their concept of
self as well. The statement, “I live in a paradox,” exemplified the women’s struggles as they
tried to balance the roles they occupied in society with their identities as sexual beings.
I begin by highlighting the paradox of contrasting perceptions between their sense and
understanding of themselves as sexual beings and their sense of themselves as older Black
women. Truth telling revealed how their obligatory role, as older Black women who occupied an
important position as the matriarch in their respective families, posed a barrier to their ability to
experience sex and intimacy.
Historically, older Black women, especially Black mothers, have held a highly esteemed
place in Black culture (Lawson, 2004). “Black matriarchy” has been defined as the tenacity with
which Black women and Black mothers occupy a central and important role in their respective
families (Stimpson, 2014; Willie & Reddick, 2010). From each woman’s narrative, I was able to
recognize her role as the mother and head of her household.
All the women described themselves as being powerful, influential decision-makers in
their families. Although they had adult children, they continued to have significant decisionmaking responsibilities in relation to their children’s lives. I understood this because many of
them had raised their children as single parents.
Through truth telling, each woman was able to amalgamate her sexual identity and
experiences with her role as the head of her household. Rather than occupying a traditionally
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submissive feminine role, each of them had become the head of her household with considerable
decision-making power.
The women had a lot to negotiate. Between their identities as sexual beings and their
roles as matriarchal figures, and their interactions with friends and extended networks, they had a
lot to manage and figure out in terms of how to navigate a way forward. The following sections
capture these contrasts.
Family Safety
The absence of a man in the household forced each participant, as a single parent, to take
responsibility as head of her family. This position adversely affected the women’s sexual
identities. Rather than receiving the protection inherent to a family with a husband as the head,
each of the woman had to become the family protector. Tamika described how this role reversal
affected her sexual identity:
I grew up with a mother and a father. My father worked and did the best he could.
My mother stayed home, and she did what she had to do. I am not saying it’s not
dysfunctional, but now, you know, as a Black woman, you look for protection;
you look for a man to take charge, and I don’t really see that going on.
As these women aged, their sexual identity tended to be sublimated. Sharon explained: “I am 64.
Should I even be considering having sex with anybody? Because some people think that when
are you are over 60, you are dead. Rather, they remind me that I am a grandmother now, and
grandmothers don’t think about stuff like that.”
Although some of the women desired companionship and sex, they were concerned about
the impact of such a relationship on their families, both physically and financially. Every woman
felt responsible for her family’s safety because of her role as its protector. Each of them worried
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about what would happen if she had a negative dating experience, for example, with a molester,
abuser, or someone who was mentally unstable. The women had to decide between dating and
protecting their families.
Sharon gave an example of this paradox when she described how she struggled to balance
pursuing a relationship with a man and protecting her family.
Ok. I got kids. I got grandkids, and that is a big concern. I need to know this
person is alright before bringing them into my family. I think [that’s] my biggest
concern…They may be a crazy person; they may appear to be ok, and they may
not be ok.
Sharon’s narrative exemplifies her struggle to maintain this balance. Clearly, she
did not want to risk her family’s physical and emotional safety by being in a relationship,
especially if the man was emotionally unstable or a possible risk to the safety of her
family.
Paula had a concerning experience. Paula was one of two women who was no longer
interested in dating because she thought that her involvement with a man might negatively affect
her children’s lives, saying, “I do not want any man who might interrupt my kids’ lives.”
Because Paula maintained a strong sense of family responsibility, she terminated a relationship
when she sensed a potential abuser:
From that time, to tell you the truth, I lost interest in dating. This is because I tried to see
this one guy in the interim but he just said something to me that - you know like they said
people should pick [up on] a cue - he said, “Oh, your daughter is beautiful.” The way he
said it and how he said it got me thinking that this is not a good man and for me that was

87

it. The only thing I have drive for is to keep on protecting my children until God take me.
So yes, he has to go.
Since experiencing this potential danger, Paula decided to close that chapter of her life by not
exploring further relationships.
Other women in the study also lived in a similar paradox. Each of the women who
believed that being in a relationship might pose a safety risk to her family devised a plan to
maintain a balance between being a protector and a woman seeking male companionship.
Lumba shared how she would defer introducing her partner to her family until she was confident
that he was the right man. She related a story of a friend who had been involved in an abusive
relationship with a man who was later determined to be emotionally unstable. She reported that
the man’s abusive behavior drove her friend’s family away. She believed that deferring dating
for the sake of her family’s safety was a necessary sacrifice. Based on her understanding that
getting to know the man would take some time, she was willing to wait rather than risk
prematurely introducing a potentially abusive man to her family:
I think my greatest concern is to spend time with the person [so we can] get to
know each other and talk about what we want in a relationship together, as a man
and a woman, and how this relationship [will] impact my family.
Additionally, the need for their families’ respect influenced the women’s dating choices.
The women knew they would lose the respect of their families if the latter did not approve of or
like their male partners. Therefore, it was imperative for them to be highly selective about the
type of men they would introduce to their families. For example, Becky stated that she would not
date younger men, especially men her children’s age, for fear of losing the respect of her family:

88

No, I don’t think I want to have a relationship with a youngster my son’s age or
one of my grandson’s…Respect [in a relationship] is one of the things that is
key…so I should not be getting involved, and would not, with someone my son’s
age…because then it would be like my son.
Maintaining respect was also important to Lumba, who simply stated that it was
worthwhile waiting before introducing a “respectable and acceptable man” to her family
rather than introducing someone to them prematurely, having them disapprove, and
becoming the “laughingstock” of her family.
As substantial matriarchal figures, the women also wanted their families’ support,
especially that of their adult children, when they decide to date. The need for approval was best
articulated by Becky who recalled an exchange with her older son about the possibility of her
dating:
He said, “Mom?” And I said, “Yes?” He said to me, “Are you lonely?” And I
said, “What type of question is that? You don’t have to tell me how old I am. I
brought you into this world.” So, I say, “Tell me something. If I find someone,
will you support me?” He replied, “As long as you like the person and he take
care of you because you are my mom. As long as you are happy, I am happy.”
From this exchange, Becky maintained her prestigious matriarchal role by reminding her son that
she was his mother and at the same time a sexual being who desired dating in old age.
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Friends and Family
Another paradoxical aspect, highlighted through the women’s narratives about their
sexuality was the constrained that many felt in terms self-disclosing their sexual feelings ( for
example, the moment of amazement that many experienced as I enumerated in previous
discussion) and relationship status to friends and family. They did not know how this
information would be received by their friends. Importantly, they felt that they were not able to
discuss sexual matters with others. They longed for opportunities to discuss their sexual feelings,
even with their friends. Both Emmanuella and Vicky shared a common desire to talk about their
sexual feelings with their friends, but they could not do so. Emmanuella explained,
I have spoken to some of my friends. They are up in age and, man, they don’t want
a man no more. I know that I like a man now and again. Most of my friends are up
in age—in their seventies, eighties. They don’t want to be bothered by a man at
their age, and they don’t want to talk about it. I’m happy to have a man in my life
and sad that I cannot share my thoughts with my friends.
Vicky felt the same way:
In the same way that I didn’t know, I am sure there are other Black women that
don’t know it, either. Because sometimes you just don’t discuss things like this.
The older women I know never had this conversation. Never.
Vicky’s response was understandable and related to her experiences growing up in a
culture and social milieu where sexual discussions were repressed. The women interpreted
common phrases that they recalled, such as “hush, hush,” “under the table,” “keep your pants
up,” “cross your legs,” “don’t let boys touch you,” and “keep your dress down,” as directives to
suppress their sexuality. They said that the phrases were unclear, coded, and restrictive. Tamika
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recalled the lack of sex education or discussions about sexuality while growing up. She stated, “I
don’t know…I just was…at those times, there was no talking about sexuality. It was like nobody
really spoke about it.”
In describing her own experience, Abigail, a 70-year-old widow, stated that if girls
“attempted to talk or ask about it [sex], they risked being stigmatized or labeled as ‘dirty.’”
Abigail recollected how talking about sex was carried out in secret and any attempt to
talk openly about sex was strongly discouraged. Many women feared they would be judged.
Abigail said that most discussions about sexuality were “hush, hush” and “nobody educates
you.” Tamika recalled not being able to talk openly about her sexual feelings to anyone. “At
those times, there was no talking about sexuality. It was like, nobody really spoke about it”.
Rose narrated a similar experience and recalled how her friends discouraged
conversations about older women and sex. As a result, she kept her feelings to herself:
Well, for me, I think it is good if it can be maintained by every female [in] that
age bracket. For me, it was good, but I notice that I don’t like to talk to other
females about it, because when I do], they kind of frown on it, they were like,
“What?”
Others, such as Vicky, Lumba, Marie, and Mary, suggested that rather than addressing
the issue directly, they joked about it in conversations. Vicky tried to talk to her friends about her
sexual feelings:
Well, oh, one of them is too straight-laced. You don’t want to…you know. But
then I have one girlfriend, we just talk about men in general. It is more in the
teasing way but nothing with no depth. I don’t know. I think most of my friends
are Christians, and they love the Lord, so most conversations just—they don’t go
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that way, you know? They…just lightly…the surface—don’t get into no real
details.
Lumba also disclosed that she could not fully disclose her sexual feelings to her very close
friend. Instead, they joked about it peripherally:
I sometimes have [a] conversation with my friend who has five grandchildren; she
married and [got] divorced. Every now and then, we joke [about] it as opposed to
say[ing], “This is what I feel or [am] going through.” We joke [about] it.
The others, such as Tamika, Paula, and Alice, reported that they simply did not discuss these
issues at all.
The participants’ conversations about sex with their family members were also limited.
The women felt shame and embarrassment owing to their age and cited this as the most common
reason for not sharing their feelings with family members. For example, most of them agreed
that they could not talk to their daughters about sex without feeling ashamed or embarrassed:
We couldn’t pass that down to another generation because it is something that
they don’t even know. For me, I don’t even know how to [pause] address that
with my daughters; I wouldn’t even know how to begin. I would be ashamed to.
And I really shouldn’t because it is a natural order of life. I can say that, but to
really get down to it is [laughter].
Tamika recognized that as an older, Black, single woman and a sexual being, being
sexual at her age was natural. Yet, it was evident that she could not discuss her sexuality or
desires with her daughter or other family members, especially younger ones, without feeling
shame and embarrassment. As the matriarch of her family, she was positioned within a culture
that disapproved of older people being sexual. Since, traditionally, Black matriarchy has not been
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associated with sexuality (Stimpson, 2014), a deviation from this expectation or norm has the
potential to cause shame and embarrassment. This was a substantial challenge for these women
who expressed an openness and a need to discuss their desires and needs with others. However,
they did not do so for fear of being judged, labeled, and/or stigmatized. There was evidence of
this in the way Emmanuella was animated when talking about her sexual life with me. During
the interview, she indicated that there was no one else in her life with whom she could discuss
her desires and needs.
Self-Image
The women’s self-image affected their dating experiences, particularly as they defined
their body image and sexuality in the context of race and gender. Societal messages were
demonstrated to influence how they described their sexuality. Marie stated:
In terms of sex, you know, my environment had more [of an] impact on me than
my parents and their work habits. I think being brought up where dark-skinned
women aren’t considered beautiful; I think that had more to do with my sexuality.
Marie also discussed the impact of growing up in a society in which the message was that
beauty was defined by its proximity to White standards of beauty. She reflected on how this
societal message had impacted her self-image. She felt undervalued because of widespread
depictions that people of color were inferior. Other women drew on their earlier life experiences
as young girls who looked down on themselves and other people of color. These experiences
fostered a legacy of psychological racism of inferiority with which they continue to struggle
(Williams-Washington, 2010). Psychological racial trauma was ubiquitous, and evident in the
women’s comments. For example, Vicky said,
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Well, just to see that you can be told as much as possible how beautiful you are
and are worthy, and you just don’t see that. Consistently, you see the image of
blond hair and blue eyes being always put in front of you as being beautiful. I
think that influences your sexuality as not being good enough.
Some of the women reported that they were still coping with the psychological trauma of
growing up in a society where beauty was defined by whiteness. Mary stated, “But at my age,
you don’t care. You know who you are, and you are fine with that. And when those negative
thoughts come up, you can deal with them—let them go.” The women used strategies, such as
attending self-development and self-esteem building workshops, to manage their negative selfimages. Sharon revealed,
Like I said, I have been through so much. I have done so much work on myself so that
when those issues come up, I can say, “You know, come on here. You are going back to
that old thinking again. Let it go.”
Psychological trauma also affected the women’s decision not to date outside their race.
According to Rose,
...Psychologically, I think that there is [still] a hint of not being good enough, and
repercussions might occur if the race line is crossed. When I was growing up, it
was hard to marry outside your race. If you married outside your race and you
lived down South, they would burn down your house and do things to you…and
all kinds of crazy stuff, so you had to pretty much stay in your own race or
whatever.
From the narratives, it was evident that Rose had a strong preference for men of her own race,
which perhaps stemmed from past psychological trauma.
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Re-Engagement in Sexual Activity
Apart from the impact of self-image on their dating choices, sexual performance was a
major concern of the women. As sexual beings, they battled with the ageist assumption that their
aging bodies would not comply and would inhibit their ability to perform sexually. Vicky stated,
“One thing I am concerned with is—not that I am unable to have sex, but I don’t even know if I
could have sex comfortably anymore.”
Similar to Vicky, other women expressed concern about their ability to perform sexually
due to their age. I found that the women’s attitudes about their ability to enjoy sex were
influenced by perceptions that their aging bodies were going through hormonal changes.
Although studies have refuted the claim that women lose sexual desire during or after menopause
(Ford et al., 2000; Hughes et al., 2015; Naik et al., 2009), the women in this study expressed
concern that they might not be able to have meaningful sex because of their aged bodies. Their
statements suggest they had internalized stereotypes about older women as asexual beings
because their bodies can no longer perform sexually (Hughes et al., 2015).
The disconnect between what they internalized and the reality of what they could enjoy
was evident in how they explained that they experienced sexual discomfort as their bodies aged.
For example, because older women tend to experience vaginal dryness, which can cause pain
during penetration, many internalized this pain as an indication that they could no longer have
penetrative sex. Tamika and Sharon aged 68 and 64 years, respectively, were exceptions because
they refuted and challenged the ageist assumption that women lose interest in sex as they age
and/or experience menopause, and that they do not desire sex.
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Specifically, Tamika explained how she was able to overcome vaginal dryness and enjoy
sex again. As she approached menopause, she began to experience discomfort during sex due to
vaginal dryness, which made penetration difficult, painful, and caused her to bleed. Initially, she
reacted by deciding not to have sex anymore, refusing to let “the home dry,” as she phrased it.
She sought medical intervention, which was ineffective. Later, she found an inexpensive, over
the counter, water-based lubricant that worked, increased her resilience, and enabled her to enjoy
penetration again. Tamika’s experience suggests that experiencing menopause and having an
aging body were not synonymous with the loss of sexual desire.
Sharon, who was optimistic that she would connect sexually with someone soon, did not
envisage any sexual problems once she started to have sex again. Having attended the class at
Mama Gena’s School of Womanly Arts, she was confident that she would not encounter any sexrelated problems as she aged:
I want to know how to make myself sensual…when I get into [a] relationship, cos
I think and do believe that it’s coming, and maybe this year…That when I get all I
need and more about my sexuality, then being sensual to a man is going to be no
problem. Telling him what I like…where I want him to go, and how I want him to
do it, is going to be no problem.
Kate, one of two women who was not interested in dating, held a disparate view about
old age and sexual desire. Although she battled with arthritis and walked with a cane, she
maintained that being sexually desirable was a state of mind and not dependent on the body.
When I asked if her physical condition inhibited her from seeking a sexual relationship, Kate
snapped, “The leg [referring to her arthritis] has nothing with your body up here [pointing to her
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pelvic area].” Kate maintained that if she were to seek sex, her aging body would not be a
barrier.
Unlike Kate, the other women who wanted to date men voiced how they constantly and
simultaneously battled societal stereotypes pertaining to older, Black single women. It is
important to emphasize that most of these women’s experiences were shaped by the social,
cultural, political, and historical environments in which they lived. Sharon, a never-married 64year-old grandmother, actively wished to date and encountered frequent ageist stereotypes and
reactions when people learned her age. She passionately declared:
Some people think that when are you are over 60, you are dead. When people meet
me, and I tell them I am 64, they say, “You are 64? You what? Oh my God, you
don’t look like it. You don’t act like it.” I ask, “[How] is 64 supposed to act?”
Discordance, faced by many women in their quest to define themselves as sexual beings, was
evident in Sharon’s narrative. The women refused to conform to society’s expectation that, as
older, Black, single women, they should be asexual beings.
As exceptions, certain women who I interviewed rationalized why they chose to conform
to ageist assumptions regarding sexuality in later life. This was evident in the women’s
narratives as they sought alternatives to sexual intercourse, despite experiencing “moments of
amazement”. For example, Alice, who doubted her ability to perform sexually, said, “Being in an
intimate relationship, sex isn’t the priority. I don’t know if it is a priority, uhm, just the energy
connection and…communication [are…priorities].”
By exploring the topic further, I understood that the women settled for emotional
connection instead of coital exploration in response to aging. Marie said she felt that although
she had the ability to perform sexually, old age and physical ailments were potential barriers:
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One thing I am concerned with is…not that I am unable to have sex, but I don’t
even know if I could have sex comfortably anymore; I mean, I am old now. I have
arthritis in my knees, and I don’t know if I can put my legs up. Will I get a
cramp?
Emmanuella’s stance was unequivocal:
It isn’t all about sex. Sex is more to me about—yes, I like the sex; yes, I like to be
intimate, but I also like to have someone to talk with, verbally talk with. And maybe
take me out. I like to go out. Take me to a movie. Don’t tell me we are going to
your house to watch a movie on the VCR, VHS.
Tamika opinioned that sexual performance could be maintained in old age through vigorous
exercise. Throughout the interview, she indicated that she regarded herself as physically fit and
with a large amount of sexual energy:
I mean, I look good; I feel good. I am very energetic, and I am still sexual. So, you
know, do I get a younger man and rock with that cause…men of my age, they are
not doing anything?
Contrary to Tamika’s views about sex in old age, Emmanuella acknowledged that her sexual
activities were not as rigorous as when she was younger, preferring intimacy and/or an emotional
connection to coital activities because of her age.
For the most part, many reported that they still saw themselves as sexually active and
continued to enjoy sex and intimacy. Women who were not in a relationship expressed similar
thoughts about intimacy and sexual activity, but their viewpoints diverged regarding the
necessity of sex and its meaning in their lives. Alice, aged 64 years, was seeking a relationship
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that might or might not include sex: “At this point, I believe that sex is important to me, but it is
not something that I [have] to have.”
Older Men and Sex
The women were also apprehensive whether the men they were with could perform
sexually. They believed that men and women had different sexual expectations of one another,
and this was based on gender. Although the women preferred dating men of their own age, many
were concerned that men their age would not be capable of sexual or physical activity. Sharon,
who was gregarious and active, was particularly worried that men of her age or older might not
be able to perform sexually. She described how some men she had dated were not physically
active: “All that—I would love that, but the older men that I meet are set in their ways; they
don’t really want to do nothing [physically, get out].
The women gauged their partners’ capacity to perform sexually. Agnes terminated a
relationship based on her suspicion that her partner would not be able to perform because the
man restricted himself when they were alone. The relationship was never consummated, which
she took as evidence of his impotence.
Consulting Doctors about Sex
It is thought that medical providers may be uncomfortable with and have limited
knowledge of the sexuality of older adults (Taylor & Gosney, 2011). In the current study, the
women felt that their doctors were intrusive and made erroneous assumptions about their sex
lives. When I asked her if she had discussed her sexual concerns or activities with her doctor,
Vicky stated that her sex life was private, and doctors should not ask her about it. Other women
concurred. Paula was straightforward: “Because you are a medical doctor and I am only coming
here because I have a sore throat, it is not sore here [pointing to her pudenda], so you got nothing

99

to [laughter]. You know, you know.” Vicky was similarly emphatic that her doctor should not
have asked about her sex life when she presented with urinary tract infection symptoms. Instead
of directly asking her if she was sexually active, the doctor made erroneous assumptions about
her sex life, which offended her. Vicky explained how the doctor was uncomfortable discussing
issues relating to her sex life:
So, I had a talk with the doctor and what not, but, uhm, I had a—what do you call
it?—a urinary tract infection, and she gave me some, you know, antibiotics for that.
But it is funny, you know. I told her that I [had] a burning sensation, and I think
that, in her mind, having a burning sensation was [a consequence of] being sexually
active because she said to me: “You know, as women get older…their bodies
chang[e], and dryness comes [pause].” And I was like, “[Why] is she talking
about…dryness? Where is this coming from? I’m listening to her, and my mind is
going…She says, “What I am going to suggest for you is that you get some, yeah,
yeah, KY jelly.” And I started laughing to myself, and I must have looked kind of
funny when she said something like “because your body is losing”—uh, I forget
what—"as you get older, your body no longer has estrogen… and…it causes your
skin to get sensitive [pause].” And I’m thinking, “She thinks something is going
on.” And she volunteered for me to get the KY jelly, and I am thinking, “Ok ....”
Kate expectations of her doctor was similar to Vicky’s. She also believed that her sex life was
none of the doctor’s business. She declared:
He is not supposed to [ask about my sex life]. It is [none] of his business. Oh, but
my gynecologist, you know, we will talk about that with her. But as far as he is
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concerned, he never crossed that line with me. He will give me a breast examination
and that… [pause].
Alice concurred. She said, “I say ‘no’ when they ask me if I am sexually active. They should not
be asking me about that; it is personal. If they ask me, I am giving them no answer.”
While most of the women did not want their doctors to initiate a conversation about their
sex lives, some women, particularly those in a relationship, mentioned that they did speak with
their doctors about their sex lives. For example, Tamika had consulted her primary care
physician for a medical intervention regarding sexual concerns (i.e., vaginal dryness). Agnes also
had a good relationship with her doctor, and they talked about her dating activities. She said,
He advises me about my age. We are the same age. I am 60 [on] September 28, so
the doctor told me “It’s about time [you started] having a relationship, for [you] to
have a boyfriend,”…something like that… if you have a boyfriend, [it] is not about
sex; [he’s] a companion, someone you can visit, drink with… basically that [is] it.
Abigail also discussed her sexuality with her doctor, whom she saw regularly. “Oh yes…I would
discuss stuff with my doctor if I had any sexual problems, [and] my gynecologist”
I found that the women who were not dating did want not their medical providers to ask
them any questions about their sexual activity. Marie expressed uncertainty about whether the
doctor should ask her questions about her sex life or whether she would be willing to discuss her
sex life with her doctor in this regard. However, Sharon was adamant that she would talk to her
doctor if she was sexually active so she could address any age- or physiological-related issues
that might affect her ability to have sex. While most of the women indicated that their physicians
did not inquire about their sexual activities, they differed in their perception of whether doctors
ought to be ask them such questions.
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Dating and their sexual activities were private matters, and many of the women felt that
their doctors had no right to invade their privacy. The findings in the current study on the
women’s views in this regard are contrary to those in the literature where it is reported that
medical professionals do ask older adults about their sexual activities during a routine medical
visit (Ports et al., 2014).
Summary
In this chapter, I described how the women used truth telling to navigate their identities
as sexual, older, single and widowed Black women, along with their roles as matriarchal figures
and their interactions with friends and extended networks. Although some of the women wanted
to date, they were reluctant to place the physical and financial safety of their families at risk by
dating. In addition, the need for the ongoing respect of their families influenced their dating
choices as they were reliant on their family’s approval in this regard.
I demonstrated how the sexuality of older, Black women has been shaped by historic
trauma. I used truth telling to describe their interpretations of their sexuality and determine how
they sought to fulfill their sexual identities. Their perceptions of their aging bodies in relation to
dating were also revealed through truth telling, in addition to how they understood their family’s
perceptions of their sexual identities. The various dimensions to their understanding of
themselves as sexual beings provided invaluable insight into the world of these widowed and
single, older Black women.
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CHAPTER VIII: DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Discussion
In the current study, I explored the lived experiences of older, widowed, single Black
women. The dating experience of the study’s participants was wide ranging. Some of the women
had not dated for a very long time. Others wished to date, but were not, and some were dating.
Each woman provided an individual, nuanced, and multilayered story. Social construction and
feminist theories guided my epistemological stance and assisted with my interpretations of the
study findings.
Using a phenomenological approach to my inquiries, I interviewed 14 heterosexual
Black women who self-identified as single, widowed, and older. In prior chapters I presented
four major themes that emerged in this study: Lonelier with age, moments of amazement, dating
experiences, and I live in a paradox. Through truth telling, I illustrated these themes by drawing
on the women’s narratives about their sexual experiences and how they pursued social autonomy
and sexual expression as older Black women. In this chapter, I discuss how the findings highlight
the complexity of the women’s experiences. I also discuss the study’s strengths, the implications
for research and social work, along with its limitations. I suggest recommendations for future
research.
Lonelier with Age
All the women expressed feeling some degree of loneliness. Because they had not dated
for a long time, not being in a relationship magnified the loneliness they felt. Loneliness
motivated them to seek intimate, sexual, and/or romantic relationships. Loneliness was also
reported by the women who were not dating.
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Loneliness might have been more pronounced for these women because most of them were
married as young adults and as such they longed for sexual relationships with men. This finding is
in contrast to the findings of other studies on older women and widows that reported that older
widows internalized the social construction of remaining loyal to their late husband’s memory
(Cook-Garard 2015; Kashif & Band-Winterstein, 2017) and could not imagine a sex life without
their spouse.
The findings of the present study differed, as the women were looking to explore new
relationships with older men. Another plausible reason for the difference in the finding between
the studies might be because, unlike informants in previous studies on older Black women (CookGarard, 2015), the participants in the present study included widows and separated, divorced, and
single women, and their status might have influenced their future sexual expectations.
The women’s optimism about dating in future was evident in the effort they placed in
attending social activities that would allow them to meet eligible men. These women sought
romantic relationships for an emotional connection. Having an emotional connection and
securing long-term commitment was more meaningful than temporary or peripheral
relationships, as they wanted another enduring relationship. The fact that these women looked
for an emotional connection rather than a peripheral relationship aligns with the findings of Fung
et al. (2001), who studied age-related patterns in the social networks of European Americans and
African Americans, and of Field (2018), who studied older women and reported that, with age,
they became “[M]ore selective in their choice of social partners, favoring emotionally
meaningful relationships over peripheral ones” (p. 15).
Being in relationships was fulfilling to these women. The eight women who were in
relationships, including the three in intermittent relationships, shared how their lives had changed
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when they began their relationships. They talked about how they overcame feelings of loneliness
and developed a sense of fulfillment and wanted to live life to the fullest. Emmanuella said, “I
like it. I am smiling now because when this man came into my life I was very down. I cried a lot,
but he picked me up.”
The finding of loneliness is consistent with the findings of previous studies that showed
that older adults date to alleviate feelings of loneliness in old age (Brown & Shinora, 2013; Carr,
2004), but I identified a notable gender-related difference in my study. Carr (2004) reported that
men were more likely to be lonely because, unlike women, they have reduced access to social
support. Although the women in this study had robust social circles, they looked outside their
support networks to mitigate feelings of loneliness.
Surprisingly, while the women sought an emotional connection, none of them was
interested in remarrying: instead, they sought a less conventional arrangement. They were in
relationships with men, but they did not live with them. They preferred this type of arrangement
because they had become accustomed to being single and having the freedom to do whatever
they liked. They perceived that getting married would erode that freedom. The women found a
strong correlation between being young and getting married.
As they aged, they came to appreciate their independence and freedom, and they no
longer wanted to abide by anyone else’s rules. This finding was mirrored in studies on late life
sexuality that described a new family structure referred to as “living apart together” (Calasanti &
Kiecolt, 2007; Watson & Steelle, 2011). It is thought that this modern approach to family
provides older widows with new opportunities to experience their sexuality while maintaining
their independence and freedom (Calasanti & Kiecolt, 2007; Watson & Steelle, 2011). These
women preferred a relationship of convenience over the commitment of a long-term marriage.
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The women who did not want to date cited their reason for not wanting to date to be prior failed
relationships, a strong need for independence, contentment with their lives, and a lack of desire
to remarry.
Moments of Amazement
Truth telling was evident in the women’s recounts of their struggles with menopause
and how they understood themselves sexually. They explained that they experienced discomfort
during sex as their bodies aged, and they internalized the discomfort as evidence of an end to
their sexuality. However, most of the women experienced a disconnect between their perceptions
of their sexuality in old age and their actual experiences. They were surprised to discover that
their sexual needs and desires had not diminished as they passed from middle age to old age.
Many were astonished that they still had sexual urges, which they described as “overpowering
and surprising.” I applied the phrase moments of amazement to reflect this experience.
The participants’ moments of amazement were contrary to what they thought their sexual
feelings would be like in old age. They never expected to have sexual urges as older women. This
experience highlights the complex nature of contradictory messages and prevalent
misrepresentations that older women experience living at an intersection between ageism and
sexism. In addition, they also confronted an exacting double standard amidst conflicting messages
pertaining to their sexuality (Montemurro & Siefken, 2014; Wada et al., 2015).
It should be noted that, as a rule, the women in this study did not go into explicit detail
about their sexual practices. They explained that they had sexual urges and described how they
coped with sexual feelings. It was difficult to tell whether this was because they did not have
much exposure to sex education or the language to talk about sex in explicit ways or whether
they simply chose not to engage in detailed discourse about sex. Perhaps the impact of their
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generational upbringing shaped the means of their disclosure. Previous research has documented
that this generation did not frequently discuss sexual practices (Coffelt, 2010). In other studies,
older adults were found to be unwilling to discuss sexual activity as a result of their upbringing,
which dictated that discussions about sex were considered private and something that was not to
be shared with others (Cook-Garard, 2015; Mader, 2014).
Although the women did not provide explicit details about their sexual activities;
nonetheless, they brought me into their inner lives by sharing with me very intimate details about
how they coped with sexual urges. Three main ways of coping were identified: (1) Some
satisfied their urges by having sex, (2) Others coped by practicing restraint or celibacy, a coping
mechanism that involved resisting feelings of temptation. Those who equated sexual urges with
temptation tended to be religiously inclined. Women who were no longer dating acknowledged
having sexual urges, but mostly coped by practicing restraint or celibacy.
Women who practiced restraint applied the mantra: “It’s the mind over the body,” and (3) Others
masturbated. The latter reported feeling shame, guilt, and stigma.
They also viewed masturbation as a necessary “sin,” an act that they could not discuss
with anyone. Shame and the fear of being judged for self-pleasuring were evident in their voices
when they talked about masturbation. Older adults were demonstrated to masturbate for pleasure
in the study by Mader (2014). By contrast, the women in my study associated masturbation with
feelings of shame and guilt, in addition to pleasure. It became evident that they harbored shame
in association with masturbation, and that this stemmed from how their cultures and religions
defined and restricted their sexual autonomy while growing up (Warren et.al 2016).
Mader (2014) interviewed 18 Caucasian men and women aged 65 to 85 years, of
different sexual orientations, and found that both men and women masturbated. In contrast to the
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sample in the study by Mader (2014), the sample in the current study comprised older, single and
widowed Black women, who were socialized in different historical and under different social
circumstances, where sexuality entailed different meanings. While that study listed race, age, and
sexual orientation as factors that contributed to masturbation, it should be considered that older
White adults, part of the “free love” generation, may hold a different view of masturbation than
younger adults (Mader, 2014). Therefore, masturbation by women in this study may be
considerably more pervasive than what was suggested by Mader (2014).
Through truth telling, the participants were able to differentiate what sensuality and
sexuality meant to them. Using their narratives, I understood that they defined sexuality in terms
of companionship and intimacy, which may or may not include intercourse. Their preference for
non-sexual activities is in alignment with the finding of recent studies that older people generally
prefer non-sexual activities, such as caressing and holding hands, to sexual acts (Delamater &
Sill, 2005; Waite et al., 2009). Some of the women settled for an emotional connection instead of
sexual activity with their companions. They wanted a long-term relationship and to maintain
their independence and freedom. Similar to the findings of other studies on older women, in the
current study, I established that the women did not want to be closed in by barriers intrinsic to
legal marriage or legally married and obliged to follow a set of rules.
I found that the women also experienced a decrease in sexual activity in their old age,
similar to the findings of other studies that sexual activity decreased as women aged, and
widowhood or being single made this even more likely (American Association of Retired
Persons, 2010; Lindau et al., 2007; Waite et al., 2009). However, I found a different explanation
for the decrease in their sexual activity. Although nearly all the women in this study prioritized
an emotional connection over a coital experience, it was difficult to determine whether this was
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because they found it difficult to participate in sexual activity, because of a physiological agingassociated decline, or both.
Dating Experiences
The discussions on the sexuality of older Black women were complex. Their sexuality
did not just pertain to whether they were dating; it encompassed various factors that influenced
their decisions of whether to date. These factors included the age of potential daters, materialism,
apprehension about online dating, and psychological trauma.
Age of Potential Dates
The women preferred dating men of the same age as or older than them. Readiness to
commit to a relationship was the most compelling reason for dating an older man. One of the
women explained, “The older ones are quicker to settle down than the younger ones.” This
statement was reiterated by nearly all the women, except for those who were no longer interested
in dating. These older, single, widowed Black women believed that, in comparison to older men,
younger men were only looking for a lighthearted, flippant relationship with them.
Through a truth-telling exercise about their dating preferences, the women revealed that
they were also apprehensive about certain aspects of dating older men. Their chief reservation
concerned older men’s physical and sexual capabilities. The women worried that older men would
be unable to perform sexually. They framed their accounts within discourse on gender differences,
whereby men and women attach different expectations to sexual performance. Their concerns
about older men being unable to perform sexually created a significant barrier to having
relationships with older men. This was a surprise finding. To my knowledge, other studies have
only documented the concerns of men about their sexual performance in old age (Ports et al., 2014;
Laumann & Waite, 2008).
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Materialism
Materialism was also a major factor in the dating decisions of the women. They believed
that men of their age or older than them were likely to be more financially stable than younger
men, hence their preference for the former. The women viewed younger men as being primarily
interested in a transactional relationship for money rather than love. None of them wanted to
share earnings accumulated over a lifetime with a younger man, and neither did they expect their
partner to do the same. This finding is in support of the finding in the study by Moore (2015) that
conflict over financial and material concerns were part of the experience of late-life romantic
relationships.
Online Dating
When recalling their dating experiences, the women reported being most comfortable when
they reconnected with men they had known previously, who were part of their network of friends,
and when meeting potential suitors in the traditional way (i.e., face to face). The women did not
embrace online dating, the contemporary approach to meeting partners. Elsewhere, it has been
reported that online dating is growing in popularity among older people (Field, 2018). However,
the current study sample was not receptive to making this type of dating change. Their
unreceptiveness to exploring online dating as an alternative way of finding a new relationship was
reflective of their overall attitudes to making lifestyles changes while older (Katz et al., 1975;
Tyler, 1990). Instead, the women created opportunities for social engagement. Nevertheless, they
adopted a passive approach and wanted the men to initiate an interest in dating. They were
nonverbal in their communications with the men whom they wanted to date.
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The women’s sexual lives and experiences were evidently shaped by the social and
cultural environment in which they grew up. The psychological trauma of racism that Black
women have experienced throughout U.S. history is, in some ways, linked to structural
oppression. However, the impact of such trauma on their sexuality has been rarely discussed in
the literature. The findings of this study linked this psychological trauma with the women’s selfimage, a sense of their own beauty, and their dating decisions. They described how age-long
trauma influenced their decisions not to date men outside their race. Similar findings were
reported by Cook-Garard (2015), who studied how newly widowed, older, adult Black women
were at risk of sexually transmitted diseases after the termination of long-term, monogamous
relationships. She reported that the participants in her study—especially those who had
witnessed racial prejudice and inequities in the southern US—were significantly less likely than
other groups to marry outside their race.
Similarly, the women in my study indicated that the psychological trauma of perceived
and witnessed racism was a major factor that influenced their unwillingness to date outside their
race. They lived through a time when interracial marriage was both socially censured and illegal.
It was not until 1967 that interracial marriage was deemed legal across the U.S. following the
Loving v. Virginia Supreme Court decision (1967). Thus, the complex racial history of the U.S.
has shaped the views of older Black women and continues to influence their choice not to date
outside their race.
As I explored their dating preferences, I found that the women attributed the inability to
find enough Black men to date to the high rate of incarceration of Black men. In contrast to the
current study, other studies on sexuality and dating by older people have often attributed the
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scarcity of available older men to death and chronic health conditions (Cook-Garard, 2015;
Laudau, 2007).
I Live in a Paradox
Contradictions were identified between the participants’ sense of self as sexual beings
and their perceived roles within their families. The women struggled to manage or alleviate the
tension between these roles. Truth telling revealed how their obligatory roles, as older Black
women who occupied an important position as the matriarch in their respective families, posed a
barrier to their ability to experience sexual intimacy.
Maintaining their families’ respect was a driving force for maintaining their matriarchal
position and fulfilling their matriarchal obligations within the family, as well as a potential
impediment to dating. This was an unanticipated finding, as the women would not date younger
men, especially someone their children’s age, for fear of losing their families’ respect. In
maintaining their prestigious matriarchal position within the family, the women’s ability to
express their sexuality was repressed. Since traditionally, Black matriarchy has not been
associated with the sexuality of older women, they feared that to display these tendencies would
bring them shame and embarrassment.
Through truth telling, it was evident that they were concerned that they might not be
able to perform sexually due to their age. Their attitudes toward sexual enjoyment were
influenced by their aging bodies and hormonal changes. Although many studies have refuted the
claim that women lose their sexual desires during or after menopause, the women in this study
still had strong sexual desires and, accordingly, expressed concerns that they might not be able to
engage in meaningful sex. It has been proposed that older women have internalized the
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stereotypical construction that they are asexual beings (Ford et al., 2000; Hughes et al., 2015;
Naik et al., 2009).
The finding of the present study complements those in other studies that women are
concerned that they will lose their femininity as they age. It is likely that this fear is a deeprooted perpetuation of the time when women’s sexual health was largely defined by their ability
to conceive and give birth (Hinchliff et al., 2008; Murtagh & Hepworth, 2005; Vincent et al.,
2000). Even though the women voiced this concern, their actual experiences contradicted their
fears. A prime example of this was when the participants had a “moment of amazement.”
Specifically, they were surprised to discover that they still had sexual feelings. Collectively, what
the women perceived and even expressed was at odds with their real experiences.
The women’s truth-telling narratives revealed their inability to express and discuss their
sexual feelings with friends, families, and loved ones. Many of the participants did not verbally
express their feelings because they did not know how they would be received. Therefore, instead
of having serious conversations about sex and sexual feelings with their friends, many of them
turned the conversations into jokes. Others simply did not engage in any open discussions on the
subject. Mader (2014) reported similar findings; six of the participants in that study indicated that
they typically spoke about sex in a joking manner. Mader (2014) questioned the quality of this
type of discussion, given its humorous tone, but deduced that humor was used as a defense
mechanism to protect the participants from the reality of their situation, which was too much to
bear.
Although the women in the present study used similar tactics to communicate with their
peers about their sexual encounters, they differed from those in Mader’s study (2014) with
respect to their motives. The women used humor as a communication tool, as a result of a
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learned behavior. They grew up in a time when people were expected to be non-expressive about
sex and sexuality. Most of the women I interviewed were part of a generation for whom
discourse about sex had to be conservative.
By using these women’s stories and their own words, I created a pathway to
understanding the sense of identity of older Black women in the contexts of time and space.
Their narratives detailed their struggles to accept the way they were raised in the absence of
permission and language to talk about sex. These women have witnessed the growth and
proliferation of communication platforms that have provided opportunities for discussions about
sex and intimacy more publicly. Their narratives demonstrated the necessity of language in
conversations about sex.

Conclusion
To the best of my knowledge, my study is one of only two that have examined the
intimate experiences and choices of single and widowed older black women. Jeanine CookGarard ( 2015) published the results of her interviews with newly single widowed older black
women (in other words, only newly widowed women after a long-term monogamous
relationship), and her focus was on their decision-making process in entering a new sexual
relationship primarily from the health perspective. Hence, for instance, she focused on STI/HIV
as factors influencing her sample's dating decisions. My study differs in two major ways. My
sample included older black women with diverse status - widowed, separated, divorced, and
never-married women - and indeed some had been in many relationships. And I had different
research questions. Specifically, I addressed the women's understanding of their own sexuality in
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multiple dimensions, not primarily from a health perspective, and I paid attention to the impact
of socio-cultural and political contexts on their experiences and self-understandings.
In this study, I gained insight into the women’s nuanced sexual experiences, and the
following research questions were addressed: (1) How do older, widowed and single Black
women aged 60 to 75 years understand their sexuality? (2) How is their understanding shaped by
the social, cultural, and political/historical environments in which they live?
I was intrigued by the ways in which the women described their sexual experiences.
Their accounts of various aspects of their sexual lives highlighted positive and negative
discourses according to their understanding of their experiences of sexuality. The 14 women I
interviewed had four layers of identity. They were older, single/widowed, Black and women.
Each identity layer influenced their sexual experiences. Taken together, these layers
represented four distinct dimensions of sexual oppression. Firstly, the women were aware of the
historic trauma experienced by Black women and the subjugation of their Black bodies (hooks,
2009). They had all experienced this form of racism. This experience, combined with the
lingering trauma of slavery and ongoing social discrimination, informed their construction of
their sexuality (Williams, 2018). Additionally, like the generations that came before them, these
women had been impacted by the intergenerational and historical, structural, and sexual
collective oppression of Black people in America.
Secondly, as women, they continued to confront patriarchal and stereotypical
assumptions about their sexuality and assumptions that women are weak, inferior, and sinful.
Thirdly, as older women, they were labeled as asexual beings with multiple medical problems
(Hughes et al., 2015; Lindau al., 2007). Lastly, most of these women were both widows and
single, a dual identity that has often been associated with the loss of sex and pleasure,
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dependency, and impairment (Collins, 2014; Queniart & Charpentier, 2012; Sullivan & Fenelon,
2014).
I interviewed a generation of Black women who were born between 1945 and 1960, the
era at the height of the sexual revolution, civil rights movement, Black Power, the legalization of
abortion - all these historical events sharpened their youth experiences. The women reported how
sexual discussion when they were growing up was taboo; they were at the intersection of the
Victorian age of sexual repression versus witnessing the birth and growth of the sexual
revolution and Black Power. I explored how this cohort perceive and understand sexuality in the
context of race and how they think about sex as older Black single and widowed women.
In the women’s stories, Blackness matters. Blackness matters in their assumptions about
reproduction, in their images of themselves as sexual beings, and in their self-esteem. The
women analyzed the relevance of race in both a political and personal way. They bought up their
Blackness when they put their experiences in political contexts as they shared their stories,
illustrating how they analyzed racism through sexual impunity (see Mary’s story about white
men feeling “they can touch a Black girl and get away with it”). They linked such experiences to
slavery and the age of plantations. Blackness was also evident in the women’s attitudes towards
reproduction (“It’s so readily accepted [by] Black women, we were expected to breed for no
apparent reason”) and the incarceration of Black men.
Some of the women also had a personal relationship to Blackness evidently intertwined
with their notion of beauty and their struggle with self-esteem. They did not feel beautiful as
Black girls; they felt undervalued simply because the society idea of beauty was White.
Blackness also mattered to these women when reflecting upon their moments of amazement that
they could still be sexual after age 60. When the women felt they had ownership of their bodies,
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it affirmed their independence and they were no longer afraid of being pregnant. Of course,
White women could have similar wonder as well, and Blackness may not necessarily be a
dominant factor here. To these women, sometimes Blackness matters, and sometimes it does not.
Through my exploration of their sexual lives and experiences, I ascertained that the
women’s narratives shared common themes, which constituted evidence that they shared
identities that were individually and collectively reflective of a distinct experience of sexual
suppression. Collectively, the women contended with multiple layers of sexual suppression and
conflicting messages relating to their sexuality, and they simultaneously sought sexual
satisfaction. Embedded in their narratives was a desire for liberation from the stereotypes and
marginalization they faced. They lived in a paradox: they were torn between maintaining their
status as influential maternal figures and their sense of themselves as sexual beings. These two
positions tended not to converge for these women. The women were unique in their quest to
confront compounded sexual suppression due to racism, sexism, ageism, and
singleness/widowhood.
The four dimensions of truth telling that I unearthed in this study have not been studied in
the existing or emerging literature. Rather, women’s sexual suppression has been documented
either in the context of a single identity or in relation to gender, racial, or ethnic groups but never
with this level of intersectionality (Rosenthal & Lobel, 2016). Therefore, this study expanded on
concepts of intersectionality by applying it to the experiences of older, single and widowed
Black heterosexual women.
Using intersectionality, Calasanti and Slevin (2013) and Hinchliff et al. (2010) examined
women’s issues as influenced by ageism and sexism, while Montemurro and Siefken (2014);
Tiefer (2009), and Williams (2018) considered intersections between race, gender, and sexism.
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However, there is a clear gap in the literature on the intersectionality of race, gender, age,
widowhood, and sexuality that is applicable to older, Black women.
I used theory of intersectionality to explore the four layers of suppressed sexual identity
identified in this study, its application was particularly useful in illuminating how marginalized
groups, such as older, Black, American single and widowed women, are disproportionately
affected by stereotypes and the detrimental consequences of living under such conditions.
Female heterosexuality was also applied to the intersectionality lens. Yes, they are
women, they are Black, they are older, and all these identities set them up for several different
types of suppression. At the same time, they are older heterosexual women, which puts them in a
privileged position of greater visibility than older queer Black women. Furthermore, the women
made poignant comments about their heterosexual experiences which were steeped in critical
perspectives. They spoke about the downsides or ambiguities of heterosexual relationships.
Their perspectives on their heterosexuality shows that that there is no one way of sexual being
(as they were previously conditioned to believe that the purpose of sex was to satisfy their male
partners or procreate). Growth for these women entails ownership of sexual pleasure and being
able to negotiate it with their partners.
There is also an important intersectional dimension that highlights the combined
influences of race and class on dating decisions. The women with economic means were
concerned about protecting their acquired assets from men who might deplete them while
economically disadvantaged women were less concerned about material protection. The concern
over material possession was also more pronounced for women with children and grandchildren,
who were more wary of male gold diggers than women who did not have children.
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In exploring the sexuality of older, single and widowed Black women, it was important
to conceptualize their desires, interest in their sexuality, and their sexual behavior (Trudel et al.,
2013). By using truth telling, it was possible to do this and to determine how the participants
defined sexuality in the context of race, culture, and gender.
The interviewed women challenged stereotypes that were incongruent with their sexual
experiences. Most of them continued to have a positive outlook toward dating, which manifested
in the various themes that emerged in this study. It was interesting to note that although they
were aware of the stereotypes governing old age and sexuality, their voices resonated with
strength and resilience when they described how they had challenged these stereotypes
and looked beyond social norms to determine their own sexual identities. Emmanuella
demonstrated how she readily took up the challenge: “I’m fine with it. It is letting her know that
mommy isn’t dead, and she likes the gentleman very much.”
Although each of the women were unique and there were many layers to their
individual nuanced stories, their desire for sexual activity in their old age seemed to be constant.
The participants’ narratives countered the assumption that has been perpetuated by ageist
stereotypes that many older women unconsciously internalize, namely that older women are
asexual (Hicks, 2009).
Another surprising finding of this study was that the impact of a high rate of incarceration
of Black men created an imbalance in the gender ratio, which negatively affected these women.
Whereas other studies on sexuality and the dating habits of older, Black women have often
linked the scarcity of older Black men with mortality and chronic health conditions (CookGarard 2015), this study revealed a different result. The women in the current study did not
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ascribe the lack of available, older, Black men to disease or death, but to racism and the fact that
a significant number of Black men are incarcerated.
In this study, it was evident that the environment in which the participants were raised
affected the understanding of their sexuality. Upon reflection, the women challenged the way in
which they were introduced to sex and how their socio-historical contexts had shaped their
experiences. These women’s stories, in their own words, created a pathway to understanding the
sense of identity of older, single and widowed women in the context of time and space. Their
narratives demonstrated how they struggled to accept the way they were raised in the absence of
being able to talk about sex. Presently, they are witnessing the growth and proliferation of
communication that provides a platform for their intimate stories to be being taken out of the
private sphere and become part of everyday dialogue.
The women provided a wide array of reasons for agreeing to participate in the study. The
fact that they were older, single and widowed Black women, as well as women who
defied restrictive norms and were redefining themselves to construct new sexual identities as
sexual beings, was significant. Several women explained that they felt compelled to participate
and share their stories with me in the hope that others would become familiar with the struggle of
older, single, widowed Black women who have been redefined to navigate their new sexual
identities.
Some of the women chose to participate in the study to unburden their
feelings. Conversely, the difficulty of confronting a private and sensitive topic with a researcher
was an accomplished mission for these women. In their old age, they had encountered
unexpected events and feelings that were contrary to what they had internalized and
conceptualized as symbolic of old age. They were unprepared for moments of amazement,
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feelings of temptation, and living in a paradox, and this was exemplified through their truth
telling. These experiences could not be shared with peers, families, or even their doctors. This is
because in so doing, they would risk being labeled or stigmatized or would reinforce the
damaging stereotypes used to describe Black women (i.e., “hypersexual,” “aggressive,” and
“angry”) and subordinate their sexuality (Rosenthal & Lobel, 2016; White & Laganá,
2013). These women were willing to share their stories with me. They longed to tell and share
their stories, and it was apparent that they had imbibed the ageist stereotype of
asexuality, which was incongruent with their present experiences.
I deliberately included details of where and how the participants were recruited in
previous sections (i.e., in their demographic profiles) to demonstrate the complexity involved in
recruiting elusive participants. These women were recruited from different locations when those
outlined in my research proposal, with the most potential in this regard, had been exhausted.
Having worked in the field with an older population for some time, I had access to places where
older women most likely gather. Although I came across women who met the eligibility
criteria, most were unwilling to participate in the research because the topic was too private and
intrusive. Their ability to participate was constrained by sexist, ageist, and racist stereotypes that
surround older, single and widowed Black women, the clearest evidence of which was the
withdrawal of women from the study and some women becoming upset and declining to
participate for religious and cultural reasons.
In summary, the women who participated in this study used truth telling
to articulate the strategies they were using to redefine and acknowledge their sexuality. They also
struggled to position themselves within prevailing stereotypes that compel older, single
and widowed women to conform to norms that are incongruent with their desires.
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Moreover, a discussion about women’s sexuality would not be complete without
acknowledging the tension in the discourse on two distinct views. In the literature section, I
reviewed both normative and critical views of sexuality; specifically, the assumption about what
normal sex is. In previous sections, I talked about sexuality as a human need, a human right, and
simply something beautiful. I am aware that there is a lot of rhetoric about what is natural,
normal, and healthy. The women in my sample expressed diverse views: some wanted the coital
experience while others were content with hugging, and kissing. The women in my sample were,
by and large, caught in this tension. Some of them prioritized sex while others did not. I too am
torn between these two perspectives: the critical and the affirmative. For this reason, I maintain a
clinical distance. On one hand, I want to validate the assertion that sexuality is an essential
human need and older black women must be comfortable expressing that. On the other hand, I
want to be critically aware and skeptical of the normative assumption that sex is “healthy” for
everyone (Tiefer 2009). A normative culture exists that prescribes healthy behavior (i.e., the
medicalization of sexuality) and gives people the following ideas: they are supposed to be
sexually active in old age, and everybody wants/needs to have sex. It is best to maintain a
balanced stance.
Limitations
The focus of the current study was on the experiences of older, widowed and single,
Black women. Inherent to qualitative studies, this study had numerous limitations, the most
major of which was the assumption that African Americans are a homogenous group. This study
sample included Blacks or African Americans from the diaspora (e.g., the Caribbean and Africa).
Thus, they constitute a vast heterogeneous group whose experiences may be inherently
different.
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This research was also limited to cisgender heterosexual older, single and widowed women.
While all older persons face a collective experience of ageism where sexuality is concerned,
certain socio-cultural factors may render sexuality and the experiences of singlehood
and widowhood different to those of heterosexual and non-heterosexual, older widows and single
women.
Another limitation of the current study was that I did not explore the sexual behavior of
the women. This was an important oversight. Although other studies have focused on an
exploration of the biological determinism of the sexual behavior of older adults, there is a gap in
the literature in this regard with respect to older Black women. Older Black women may have a
different story to tell. I received a glimpse of their divergent views, but I failed to capture the
nuances. In addition, I was exploring an uncomfortable topic that sometimes made for difficult
conversations. Perhaps, if I had worded the questions differently, the women might have shared
some of their intimate sexual practices with me.
The recruitment site was another major limitation of this study. I recruited two women
from an event held by Mama Gena’s School of Woman Arts. The name of the school and the
event may have influenced the sample since attendees of the event were women with a certain
interest in sexuality. It is possible that they had heightened interest in my study project. Thus,
their responses might not have reflected the typical responses of the average, older Black
woman.
The objective of this study was to better understand the socio-historical context that
influences the sexual experiences of older, single, widowed Black women. Despite these
limitations, this study uncovered several significant insights into the meanings that older, single
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and widowed women ascribed to their sexuality and the impact of socio-cultural factor on their
understanding of sexuality.
The addition of the sexuality of older, single and widowed Black women, as a further
dimension of intersectionality, was an important contribution made by this study because these
women’s voices are missing in the existing literature. The narratives of the women in the study
demonstrated how sexual expression, or the lack of it, adds to the subjugation of women in
society. Although feminist scholars have long appreciated the constructed nature of sexuality,
they have not fully explored the interaction between the constructed nature of sexuality and the
sexuality of older, single and widowed heterosexual Black women.
Implications
Implications for Social Work Practice
Nearly all the women in this study reported that they were lonely. Based on
this finding, social work practitioners should explore and provide therapeutic support to
older, single and widowed Black women to enable them to cope with loneliness. The lack of
therapeutic support required to manage emotional loss, in addition to other losses, can have a
devastating effect on bereaved persons, while emotional loss impacts bereaved and
single, older Black women.
Social workers who work with older populations should incorporate concerns about
women’s sexuality in psychotherapy sessions to prevent or ameliorate mental health issues,
especially since undiagnosed or untreated sexual problems frequently cause or co-occur with
depression and social isolation (Muzacz & Akinsulure-Smith, 2013).
Widowhood and singlehood in old age may bring new opportunities for sexual
activity. Social work practitioners should facilitate successful interactions by assisting women to
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navigate sexual and intimate relationships in old age. Importantly, social work could play a vital
role in the provision of opportunities for sexual expression in old age. Older Black women
should have the opportunity to discuss their sexuality openly with other seniors or their families.
I suggest that social work professionals should be the conduit for this exchange. Social workers
could address this gap by creating a forum where older minority women are able to discuss freely
and receive support for their sexual expression without the fear of being stigmatized or labeled as
sexual deviants. Improved communications about sexuality in old age would foster an
improvement in the quality of life of these individuals and provide them with support and more
freedom to express their sexuality. Social Workers and Health care providers may provide
educational opportunities for ensuring safe sexual practices for preventing sexually transmitted
infections. There is also a need for social workers to provide holistic sexual education to
older women.
It is important for clinicians and providers to assess fundamental historical and
contemporary issues and problems that face older, single and widowed women, while
considering the convergence of sexuality, gender, and race. It is only through a lens of
intersectionality that providers will have the capacity to meet the mental health needs of older
minority women as most of them may not articulate their needs if they perceive that the
providers are not culturally informed.

Implications for Policy
Bringing experiences of the sexuality of older adults aged 65 years and older into the
realm of public discourse will inevitably require the implementation of a sound sexuality policy.
A sexuality policy would not only provide vital support to the research process, it would also
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serve as a platform for recommendations and guidelines to improve the knowledge of and
attitudes toward their sexuality of older adults in their later years. This, in turn, would facilitate
the ability of older adults in the community to express their sexuality. Unfortunately, there are
no policies or laws in the U.S. that guide or affirm the sexuality of older adults in general, and
that of single and widowed individuals, in particular (DeLamater, 2012; Kirkman, Fox, &
Dickson-Swift, 2016; Kirkman, Kenny, & Fox, 2013) . Existing policies by federal and local
governments, the NIH, the CDC, and other agencies largely focus on the sexual health of
adolescents and young adults (Hillier et al., 2010; Smith et al., 2011). Even so, they only provide
information on reproduction-related matters instead of sexual desire, sexual pleasure, and the
sexual expression of older adults, which continues beyond the reproductive years (DeLamater,
2012).
Some documents that specifically address the needs of older adults fail to include the
sexuality of older adults and related research. Examples include Older Americans 2016: Key
Indicators of Well-Being, a publication by the Federal Interagency Forum on Aging-Related
Statistics in the U.S. (2016). Older Americans 2016: Key Indicators of Well-Being is the official
chartbook used by the U.S. government in the compilation of statistical data on older populations
(Federal Interagency Forum on Aging-Related Statistics 2017), and while it provides a
comprehensive picture of persons aged 65 years and older, their experience of their sexuality is
conspicuously omitted. Another document, Living Long and Well in the 21st Century: Strategic
Directions for Research on Aging, also includes measures to identify lifestyle factors and health
behaviors that directly influence physical, cognitive, and emotional fitness and the risk of disease
(National Institute of Health,[NIH], 2017). Surprisingly, the sexuality of older adults is not
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mentioned despite emerging research that suggests that heightened sexuality in old age promotes
well-being (Prairie et al., 2011; Woloski-Wruble et al., 2010).
Many researchers have cited sexual ageism (Delamater, 2012; DeLamater & Koepsel,
2014; Hinchliff & Gott, 2005; Kirkman et al., 2016) as the reason for the omission of references
to sexuality in later years in national and local policies. It appears that the U.S. government does
pay attention to the other needs of older adults and reflects those needs in policy documents. For
example, the NIH (2007) has published numerous statements on physical health services and
housing for older adults, but policy relating to sexuality is almost nonexistent. The only logical
explanation for this omission is the stereotype that sexuality is not relevant to older or bereaved
adults. Kirkman et al. (2016) termed the lack of acknowledgement of older adults’ sexuality and
sexual health and well-being a policy deficit, and they recommended that health planners and
policymakers should be proactive in planning and formulating policies that support older adults’
health and their sexuality. In the absence of policies on the sexuality of older adults, everincreasing sexual illiteracy among older adults is being documented (Walter & Ephross, 1994).
Many older widowed and single women resort to using the internet and online dating resources
as primary sources of sexual information because of the lack of a formal education
(Radosh & Simkin, 2016).
The need to formulate and design policy for older adults’ sexuality is more urgent than
ever before, particularly with the graying of the Baby Boomer generation. Baby Boomers will, in
only a few years, constitute one quarter of the entire U.S. population (U.S. Census, 2010), and,
considering their numerical strength, their sexual well-being cannot be ignored if the potential
effect of neglecting a key aspect of their health is borne in mind. Without a specific policy,
healthcare professionals and stakeholders will remain uncertain as to how to respond to sexual
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issues among older adults, and these professionals will not be able to provide guidance or
advocate the sexual expression of their clients. If the goal is to gain insight into the world of
older adults’ perspectives toward their sexuality, policies are needed that will support their
wishes and their autonomy.
There is a need for policies that are life- and diversity-affirming for older Black women.
First, non-judgmental sex education is necessary to provide opportunities for intimacy and
exchange for older adults. Second, multi-dimensional policies are needed that advocate for
dialogue with diverse groups (including women’s groups and especially for older Black women)
about sexuality in old age and intergenerational relationships.
Contrary to clinicians’ recommendations that health care providers should initiate
discussions of sexuality with their patients, the women in this study did not want their doctors
asking. Communication targeting health care providers and clinicians must be family- and
patient-centered to protect older women’s privacy. Social workers and care providers for older
adults should be sensitized to recognize people’s sense of shyness. Sexuality is private, and there
is some form of awkwardness about it. It is essential to have humane policies that prepares
individuals who work with this population to be able to discuss sexuality in a humorous and
affirming manner. We should be able to defend and acknowledge older Black women’s rights to
self-determination regarding sexual expression and relationships.
Lastly, federal and state minority gender offices should consider our culturally informed
findings when setting research and funding priorities for public health sex education. They must
consider the historical events and societal pressures that are likely to impact older women’s
sexual expressions.
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Recommendations
Social Work Studies
Future studies should address the following research question: In what areas can social
workers or professionals be a conduit for the provision of sexual education and the creation of
opportunities to discuss the sexual experiences of older women?
More studies are warranted that examine the impact of the incarceration of Black men on
the availability of dating options for older, Black, single and widowed women. It is important to
explore whether this is a phenomenon. It is also important to explore if older White men are
potential objects of desire for older Black women as most women in this study were concerned
that older Black men do not look at them with interest.
This study also expanded on available knowledge in the literature as it uncovered how the
complex racial history of the U.S. has shaped the views of older Black women and continues to
influence their choice of whether to date outside their race. They are also coping with the
lingering trauma of slavery and ongoing social discrimination. In addition to existing studies on
the impact of trauma on the sexuality of Black women, studies that focus on older Black
women are needed as these are rarely included in the literature on older Black women.
In summary, while the current study provided information on the sexual experiences and
sexuality of older single and widowed women, a number of issues remain that need to be
explored, such as Black matriarchy and its influence on the sexuality of older women, as well as
the issues discussed in this study if an interpretation of the understanding by older women of
their sexuality is to be fully realized.
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Social Work Research
The results of this study have laid the groundwork for future research on the lived
experiences of older Black women in relation to their sexuality. More studies are warranted that
address the difficulties inherent in recruiting older, single and widowed Black women in studies
that explore their sexuality or topics that are private and personal. In the methodology section, a
deliberate attempt was made to include details of where and how the women in this study were
recruited to illustrate the complexity involved in recruiting elusive participants as recruitmentrelated challenges are rarely addressed in the literature.
Future studies are needed that examine the adaptability of snowball sampling when it is
necessary to recruit elusive populations for studies on sexuality issues for older minority
women. For the current study, I found that snowball sampling was not effective as a recruitment
approach. It was introduced by Coleman (1958) and Goodman (1961) as a means of studying the
structure of social networks and was considered a convenience method for the evaluation of
populations that are difficult to access (Heckathorn, 2011). Adaptations to snowball sampling
have been effective in the recruitment of elusive, underserved, or vulnerable
populations (Creswell, 2013). Qualitative social work researchers often engage in informal
outreach activities when targeting narrowly defined populations. Snowball sampling could not be
adapted to the sample in the current study, which comprised participants who were difficult to
reach and recruit on a subject that was deemed to be private and sensitive. None of the sample
was willing or comfortable connecting me to other women in their circle of friends who met the
eligibility criteria.
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Final Thoughts
I feel particularly privileged to have been afforded the opportunity of studying the sexual
experiences of these women. I shared several insightful moments with the women during the
interview, which expanded my outlook on older, single and widowed Black women. An example
of this was when Paula burst into tears in the middle of the interview, having confided in me
about the loss of the love of her life, who died when she was only 25. She said she had never
shared the extent of that pain and loss with anyone, not even with her mother, siblings, or
children. Aside from Paula, two other women shared intimate secrets with me that they had
never shared with anyone else, including their families. I love to remember these moments as the
value of the stories of these women is clear. I am privileged to have been brought into their inner
sanctum, where they had not allowed anyone else to enter.
I applaud the tenacity and enthusiasm of the women who allow me to interview them. At
first, they, were not interested in participating in this study, but upon hearing the study
objectives, they volunteered their time to allow me into the space of their lives that they had
never shared with anyone. I am forever grateful to the women for their willingness to share their
stories even though this may not have been convenient for them. Some of them shared their
stories with me because they trusted that I would disseminate the information to the public. As
older, Black single and widowed women, they longed for public recognition of their sexual
identity.
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Appendix A
Flyers for Intimacy Interviews

Department of School of Social Welfare CUNY,
Graduate Center

OLDER WIDOWED AND SINGLE BLACK WOMEN, WHO ARE WITHIN THE
AGE OF 60 AND 75 YEARS, ARE NEEDED FOR RESEARCH IN SEXUALITY

We are looking for volunteers to take part in a study of Older widowed and single Black
women’s sexuality
As a participant in this study, you would be interviewed about your understanding and experiences
of sexuality, intimacies and factors that encourages or discourages the expression of sexuality as an
older widow and as a single black woman. The interview will be audio- recorded.
Your participation would involve a session of approximately 90 minutes.
Your name will not be collected and therefore will not be linked to anything you say, either in the
interview or in the text of my thesis or any other publications.
Participation is voluntary. If you decide not to participate, there will be no penalty or loss of benefits
to which you are otherwise entitled. You can, of course, decline to answer any of the questions as
well as to stop participating at any time, without any penalty or loss of benefits to which you are
otherwise entitled.
For more information about this study, or to volunteer for this study,
please contact:
Margaret Salisu
516-524-5030
School of Social Welfare
Email: Msalisuhoradin@gradcenter.cuny.edu
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Has there been a change in how you see intimacy or sexuality when you were younger and now?
What has changed?
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In your own words describe your activities, attitudes and feelings of sexuality.

Closing questions

Is there anything that you would like to share with me? Do you have any questions for me?
I want to thank you once again for participating in this study and sharing your story with me. I want
to remind you that our discussion today is confidential and will not be connected to your name or any
other identifying information.
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